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Single, Head of Household, Low-Income Women Pursuing a Higher Education Degree or 
Certificate:  A Narrative Study 
 
 
Stacy Renee McAfee, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, February 2015 
Chairperson: Kathy Geller 
The stresses that arise from fulfilling the roles of caregiver, head of household, 
provider, and student create a complex labyrinth of responsibilities for single, head of 
household, low-income women with children.  These women are often unsuccessful in 
achieving their educational goals and caring for their families simultaneously.  Failure to 
complete a post-secondary degree or credential limits their economic mobility, reducing 
the likelihood that they can advance their socioeconomic status.  
This narrative study gives voice to single, head of household, low-income women 
offering an understanding of the nuanced challenges they face in pursuing a post-
secondary education.  Their stories may provide a compelling opportunity for rethinking 
ways in which educational design can address the needs of this type of learner.  Nine 
single, head of household, low-income women who were attending school at various 
public, post-secondary institutions in Northern California in a degree or certificate 
program participated in a series of individual, semi-structured interviews.  The data were 
coded and organized to the research questions.  Analysis and interpretation of findings 
were presented in five categories aligned with the study’s conceptual framework:  (a) 
education as a means of caregiving, (b) composite cost of education, (c) influence of 
 xi 
 household circumstances, (d) mental and physical health issues, and (e) barriers and 
limits of support.  
A key finding of this research revealed that success in college is framed through 
the lens of caring for one’s children.  Also found was that academic success is contingent 
upon the overall health of a woman and her children, and the requirements and guidelines 
of aid programs complicated and, at times, inhibited progression, making degree 
completion less likely.  Additionally, basic needs like food, housing, childcare, and 
transportation must be met before success in school can be obtained.   
Multiple factors influence completion rates and these vary across institution types.  
The recommendations put forth should be considered for their appropriateness on an 
institutional basis.  Recommendations offered for leaders, educators, and policymakers 
include providing an identity for single mothers on campus and strengthening support by 
anticipating their unique needs.  Because education is situated within their very complex 
lives, it is recommended that institutions establish success plans for these women that 
include life planning, time management, goal setting, financial planning, and budgeting.  
Other suggestions encompass improving communication of planned financial aid 
disbursements and expanding virtual access to financial aid services.  Examining how 
multiple aid programs and support programs like CalWORKS and EOPS, often used in 
combination, might be streamlined to improve access and results is suggested.  Other 
recommendations include expanding childcare benefits to include study time and special 
needs care, along with reducing childcare needs by aligning institutional calendars with 
public school calendars.  Prioritizing on-campus employment for single mothers and their 
children and enhancing health and wellness services are also recommended.  Finally, 
 xii 
 providing holistic advisement, counseling, and health services, and for prioritizing on-
campus employment options for single mothers and their children are also proposed.    
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Chapter 1:  Introduction to the Research 
In 2008, women represented 57% of students in post-secondary education and 
81% of low-income, single students who were parents.  The complexity of the multiple 
roles that single, head of household, low-income women experience have led to lower 
retention and completion rates in post-secondary education.  Fully, 90% of female 
community college students with one or more children failed to attain their degrees after 
six years of initial enrollment (Hoachlander, Horn, & Sikora, 2003).  Women with low 
levels of formal education are at a significant disadvantage in the labor market.  Failure to 
complete a degree may trap a woman and her family into a cycle of poverty and 
negatively influence educational attainment for her children as well. 
Education is a recognized path to economic mobility, for these women.  The 
average gender wage gap over a lifetime’s earnings across all education levels is 23%, 
but for women with just a high school diploma, there is an alarming 52% disparity 
(Carnevale, Cheah, & Rose, 2011).  Estimates by the Lumina Foundation (2013) predict 
that by 2020, 65% of positions will require post-secondary education and preparation 
beyond high school.  Women without a post-secondary degree or certificate will likely 
continue to find themselves locked into lower socioeconomic levels.  
Despite the inescapable reality that the logical next step is to further their 
education, low-income, head of household women who enroll in post-secondary 
programs face significant obstacles (Berker & Horn, 2003).  The financial demands on 
these women enrolling in post-secondary education can be onerous, as they often 
perilously string together a network of government, institutional, and private assistance to 
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pay tuition and provide for childcare (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 
2009).  
When pursuing a degree or certificate in higher education, single, head of 
household, low-income women exhibit a number of risk factors and unique needs 
commensurate with their circumstances, which make persistence and degree completion 
less likely (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2002).  Marital status, 
socioeconomic class, and enrollment patterns along with employment are predictors of 
academic completion (Horn, 1996).  Many of these women work toward a degree or 
certificate completion over a number of years, searching to find the balance and support 
necessary to succeed and improve their lives.  “Consistent with the challenges that 
student parents face, U.S. Department of Education (2003) data show that student 
parents—across institution types—are more likely to have left postsecondary education” 
(Gault, Miller, & Thorman, 2011, p. 13).  Nearly half of student parents (49.7%) are more 
likely to have abandoned their college education without their degree after six years of 
study, compared to less than a third of nonparents (31.1%) (Gault et al., 2011).  
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
The complexity of the multiple roles that single, head of household, low-income 
women experience lead to lower retention and completion rates in post-secondary 
education. 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose 
The purpose of this narrative study was to give voice to single, head of household, 
low-income women offering a deeper understanding of both the nuanced challenges these 
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women face in pursuing a post-secondary education and the network of support needed 
for them to persist to degree completion.  
Significance of the Problem 
Women with low levels of formal education are at a significant disadvantage in 
today’s difficult labor market with little opportunity to advance their career and 
socioeconomic status.  Many are perpetually positioned as the working poor.  “U.S. 
single parents have both above average employment rates and above average poverty 
rates. High rates of low-wage employment combined with inadequate income support 
explain the paradox of high poverty despite high employment” (Casey & Maldonado, 
2012, p. 1).  
Often a desire for better life circumstances, along with a belief in the value of 
lifelong learning, may trigger a decision for these women to return to school (Samuels, 
2005).  Returning to school creates a challenging but compelling next step for women’s 
career and economic progression (Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011).  Research has repeatedly 
noted that a woman without a post-secondary education is unlikely to improve her 
income level.  
Failure to complete a degree may trap her and her family into a cycle of poverty 
with limited opportunities, including reduced educational outcomes for multiple 
generations.  Existing research has documented the gap in attainment and persistence of 
nontraditional students nationwide and provided a basis for understanding the nature of 
the nontraditional female student along with her needs and desires (Hart, 2003; Kilgore, 
2002; Marshall, 2004; O’Brien & Quimby, 2006; Seidman, 2012).  Existing research 
does not explicitly narrate the stories of these women with a purpose of offering a deeper 
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understanding of both the nuanced challenges these women face in pursuing a post-
secondary education and the network of support needed for them to persist to degree 
completion. 
This researcher sought to explore the shared stories about assimilation and 
support as well as the unique circumstances these women have experienced while 
pursuing a post-secondary education.  The recognition that college completion for single 
women influences not only their education and family income but also the likelihood of 
future post-secondary attainment for their children makes this a compelling and urgent 
study.  
Research Questions 
The following research questions guided this narrative study: 
1. What stories are told by single, head of household, low-income women 
seeking a higher education credential? 
2. What stories do these women tell to describe the unique circumstances 
they face in pursuing a higher education credential? 
3. What do the stories told by these women reveal about the network of 
support needed to persist to degree completion? 
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher Stances and Experiential Base 
At the time this study was conducted, I served as the Vice President for a large 
campus of a private, for-profit university that primarily served nontraditional students.  
The majority of these students are female, and many are single, head of household, low-
income mothers.  Prior to my role as Vice President, I served as a faculty member in 
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community colleges, 4-year traditional liberal arts colleges, and selective master’s 
degree granting institutions.  I have extensive experience working with this population 
both as a senior administrator and as faculty.  I am deeply concerned about the gap in 
their attainment and persistence levels.  
As a social constructivist, I gain understanding by experiencing and observing 
people’s individually constructed realities.  As a researcher, I seek to understand and 
explain a problem in a contextualized way.  I choose to explore the meaning individuals 
attach to a situation rather than to assign causality to a continuously evolving reality.  
Epistemologically, I believe that dialogic means of knowledge creation are desirable, as 
they minimize the distance between researcher and participants.  
I am guided by ontological and axiological stances of inquiry, thought, and 
practice.  My stance as a researcher embodies my belief that morality is represented 
through the caring actions that reflect an understanding of responsibilities people have for 
one another (Gilligan, 1982).  I share the feminist communitarian belief that the rights 
and responsibilities of an individual must be balanced against the needs of the community 
particularly when caring for children (Kittay, 2001).  
Conceptual Framework of Three Research Streams 
The conceptual framework that informs this research draws on theory, research, 
and practice from the following three streams of research: 
1. Nontraditional, low-income, female students  
2. Strategies that improve retention and completion of nontraditional 
female students 
3. Ethic of care 
 
 6 
 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework showing research streams. 
 
Nontraditional, low-income, female students.  Nontraditional students in higher 
education are a disadvantaged population and low-income, single mothers are even more 
so (Levin, 2007).  Life events and societal forces that create a compelling need to return 
for further education simultaneously offer significant obstacles for these women (Deutsch 
& Schmertz, 2011; Levin, 2007; O’Brien & Quimby, 2006).  Adult women often choose 
to enter college in response to life circumstances that make returning to college a 
necessary next step or a means to both satisfy a desire to learn and be a role model for 
their children (Fishback, Kasworm, & Polson, 2002).  Single, head of household, low-
income women’s needs and pathways into higher education are distinctive, involving 
unique stresses associated with gender roles (Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011).  Recognizing 
how their varied and complex roles create specific challenges and needs may inform the 
work of post-secondary institutions that admit them.  
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Strategies that improve retention and completion of nontraditional female 
students.  Student services and academic counseling are generally designed to respond to 
the needs of traditional students (those who are 18-25, single, and frequently still being 
supported by parents), often failing to recognize and respond to the unique needs of low-
income, head of household women who have a need for alternative support services that 
recognize and address the myriad roles they fulfill outside school (Mostyn, 2006).  
Understanding the retention strategies that have created higher levels of persistence or 
completion for single mothers in specific, and for adult women in general, may increase 
understanding of how to address the situational, dispositional, and institutional barriers 
these women face (Fairchild, 2003). 
Ethic of care.  The ethic of care advances the belief that moral reasoning should 
be contextualized within social situations where interdependent people, through 
relationships, recognize a responsibility for care (Gilligan, 1982).  As such, it guides the 
situated actions of people across all races, cultures, and genders (Held, 1995).  The 
feminist moral voice asserts a primacy of relationships and caring actions over objective 
principles of rights and justice (Gilligan, 1982).  Understanding women’s gendered and 
socially constructed identities and ways of knowing is integral to understanding how 
women interpret and choose outcomes for themselves and their families while living on 
the edge of poverty.  The ethic of care grounds our understanding of women within 
relationships and their gendered identities as mothers and caregivers. 
Summary of the conceptual framework.  The single, head of household, low-
income female student faces extraordinary circumstances that seem to have limited her 
ability to achieve a post-secondary degree or certificate.  Her household and family 
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structures along with her socioeconomic status are linked to the barriers she faces in 
balancing the roles of parent, breadwinner, and student.  A deeper understanding of the 
retention strategies that have proved successful for these women may offer insights into 
the approaches best suited to supporting her.  
Low-income women caring for children are frequently dependent upon many 
supports both personal and public to survive or thrive.  Daily, these women portray an 
ethic of care through the choices they make as caregivers.  Research suggests they 
represent a vulnerable population leading tense and fragile existences.  These women and 
their children rely on institutions of higher education to help them gain access to 
improved economic mobility through the attainment of a degree or certificate.  The 
literature informed the present research and will become the basis for interpretation of 
findings and results.  
Definition of Terms 
Attainment 
Educational attainment represents the achievement of a bachelor’s degree or 
higher (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2012). 
Credential 
A certificate or degree earned at a post-secondary educational institution. 
(Carnevale, Hanson, & Rose, 2012) 
Cultural Capital 
Accumulated knowledge within a society that one generation passes on to the next 
and can include behaviors, viewpoints, and amassed knowledge and experiences 
(McDonough, 1997) 
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Dispositional Barriers 
A student’s identity, self-perception, or image about their ability to succeed.  
Deficient academic preparation, cultural barriers, and individual issues are 
examples of dispositional barriers (Cross, 1981). 
Institutional Barriers 
Institutional rules or practices that make participation in coursework or activities 
challenging or impossible.  Limited offering of night or weekend courses or 
technology enabled courses are examples of institutional barriers (Cross, 1981). 
Motherhood Penalty 
The loss of lifetime earnings that can be attributed to the exiting of the workforce 
for childbirth or care giving activities (Hewlett, 2007) 
Nontraditional Student 
NCES identifies nontraditional as students whose behaviors or choices led to 
higher levels of risk of attrition as a result of age, enrollment status, delayed 
enrollment, employment status, financial independence, dependents, and marital 
status (Horn, 1996; NCES, 2002). 
Persistence 
A way of measuring student retention that is calculated as the percentage of 
students who start in an institution during a fall semester and returned to classes at 
the same institution the next academic year to pursue their enrollment (NCES, 
2012) 
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Single, Head of Household 
“A ‘single’ parent (or mother or father) means a parent residing with a child(ren) 
less than age 18, but not residing with a spouse or with the child’s other parent” 
(Casey & Maldonado, 2012, p. 3).  
Situational Barriers 
Obstacles that result from the circumstances faced in one’s life including being 
married with young children without access to childcare (Cross, 1981) 
Social Capital 
Social relationships that offer aid and assistance within interpersonal exchanges 
(Godfrey, 2008) 
Traditional Student 
A student who, immediately after high school completion, enrolls full-time into 
college or university and is dependent on parents for financial support as a result 
of not working or working part-time while pursuing an education (NCES, 2002) 
Assumptions and Limitations of the Study 
This researcher believes that public education is slow to respond to a changing 
student demographic.  Vulnerable populations, like these women, are often marginalized 
by the institutions they attend.  The cost to society and families is hard to measure 
because the consequences bear out across multiple generations.  Poverty, lack of 
education, and a lack of care are harbingers of an unsustainable social structure.  Giving 
voice to these stories supports the researcher’s desire to create a sense of urgency for 
action that furthers social justice, care, and policy reform.  
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In conducting this research, it was assumed that the decisions within 
institutions of higher education specific to service offerings, instructional design, class 
schedules, learning modalities, and programs were not designed to meet the unique needs 
of single, head of household, low-income women and support their degree completion, 
despite a number of programs available at community colleges.  A further assumption 
was that these women had a unique set of needs that when known could be supported 
more effectively.  A third assumption was that some participants from the selected 
population would freely participate in multiple interviews.  Finally, there was an 
assumption that the participants would be forthcoming in telling their stories.  A 
recognized limitation of the narrative approach is that it may not yield generalizable 
findings.  These findings may reference this group in specific institutions’ settings or only 
in Northern California. 
Summary 
Single, head of household families are becoming more common (Martin, 
Hamilton, Ventura, Osterman, & Mathews, 2013).  When a woman is the head of 
household and she is the sole source of income, her family is living in poverty nearly half 
the time.  Women’s earnings have not kept pace with men’s at any education level, but 
women who achieve a post-secondary degree or certificate are more likely to achieve 
higher pay and narrow the gender wage gap.  Single, head of household, low-income 
women rely on a network of financial, relational, and institutional resources to support 
the competing roles of caregiver, breadwinner, and student.  Due to the complexity of 
their circumstances, these women are completing post-secondary education at lower 
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rates.  Failure to complete a degree generally limits a woman’s economic mobility and 
adversely affects the probability of degree attainment by her children. 
The single, head of household, low-income female student faces extraordinary 
circumstances that have limited her ability to achieve a post-secondary degree or 
certificate.  Her household and family structure along with socioeconomic status can all 
provide institutions with an understanding of the barriers she may face in balancing the 
roles of parent, breadwinner, and student.  A deeper understanding of the retention 
strategies that have proved successful with these women will identify approaches best 
suited to supporting her myriad role responsibilities.  Low-income women caring for 
children may be dependent upon many supports both personal and public to survive or 
thrive.  Daily, these women live out an ethic of care through the choices they make as 
caregivers.  They represent a vulnerable population leading tense and fragile existences.  
These women and their children may rely on institutions of education to provide an 
opportunity for improved economic mobility through the attainment of a degree or 
certificate.  Chapter 2 provides an in-depth exploration of the body of knowledge that 
guides this research. 
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Chapter 2:  The Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
The purpose of this narrative study was to give voice to single, head of household, 
low-income women offering a deeper understanding of both the nuanced challenges these 
women face in pursuing a post-secondary education and the network of support needed 
for them to persist to degree completion.  Failure to complete a degree may trap them and 
their families into a cycle of poverty with limited opportunities, including reduced 
educational outcomes for multiple generations.  Significant research documented the gap 
in attainment and persistence of nontraditional students nationwide and provided a basis 
for understanding the nature of the nontraditional female student along with her needs 
and desires (Hart, 2003; Kilgore, 2002; Marshall, 2004; O’Brien & Quimby, 2006; 
Seidman, 2012).  To aid post-secondary institutional decision makers in designing 
systems of support that may improve the attainment of single, head of household low-
income women in pursuit of a degree or certificate, further research is warranted.  
The Conceptual Framework 
The single, head of household, low-income female student faces extraordinary 
circumstances that have limited her ability to achieve a post-secondary degree or 
certificate.  Her household and family structures along with socioeconomic status are 
linked to the barriers she faces in balancing the roles of parent, breadwinner, and student.  
A deeper understanding of the retention strategies that have proved successful for these 
women may offer insights to the approaches best suited to supporting her.  Low-income 
women caring for children are frequently dependent upon many supports, both personal 
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and public, to survive or thrive.  Daily, these women live out an ethic of care through 
the choices they make as caregivers.  They represent a vulnerable population leading 
tense and fragile existences.  These women and their children rely on institutions of 
higher education to help them gain access to improved economic mobility through the 
attainment of a degree or certificate.  The conceptual framework that informs this 
research draws on theory, research, and practice in the following three streams of 
research: 
1. Nontraditional, low-income female students  
2. Strategies that improve retention and completion of nontraditional 
female students 
3. Ethic of care 
 
 
Figure 2. Conceptual framework showing research streams. 
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This literature review explores and defines the experiences of the 
nontraditional, low-income female student, often a parent, and identifies the likely 
challenges faced while pursuing a post-secondary degree or certificate program.  The 
analysis also identified how institutions are modifying academic services, programs, 
instruction, and technology to address the unique needs of this student and positively 
influence persistence and degree completion.  Finally, an exploration of an ethic of care 
provided a deeper understanding of how the low-income, female student identity may be 
situated within a moral framework of care that guides daily actions and decisions.  The 
review identifies explicit differences in this increasing student population advancing an 
understanding of the support needed to enhance post-secondary outcomes.  
Literature Review 
Nontraditional, Low-Income Female Students 
The nontraditional student is often defined by certain characteristics associated 
with age and part-time enrollment (Bean & Metzner, 1985).  Horn (1996) recognized 
nontraditional students based upon enrollment status, financial aid dependency status, 
domestic circumstances, and success in completing high school.  A traditional student 
earns a high school diploma, commences college immediately after high school, pursues 
a full-time program of study, and primarily depends upon parents for financial support 
without working full-time while attending school.  Conversely, a nontraditional student 
exhibits a variety of characteristics including delaying enrollment in post-secondary 
education, enrolling part-time, working full-time, claiming financial independence from 
parents, having children, and not earning a high school diploma (NCES, 2002).  
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Horn (1996) further defined nontraditional on a scale from minimally 
nontraditional to highly nontraditional based upon various ways of classifying this 
population.  Seventy-three percent of students in 2002 could be classified as 
nontraditional in at least one way (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  Deutsch and Schmertz (2011) 
found that gendered experiences and social norms often interrupted women’s educational 
pursuits contributing to their reentry into higher education after a break in their studies. 
Nontraditional female students.  The proportion of women in higher education 
has consistently grown over the past 40 years.  Nontraditional, female students are older, 
live in lower-income households, combine employment with school, have children, and 
are single parents, characteristics connected with lower levels of attainment and 
persistence (Levin, 2007).  Employing a force-field analysis that measured both the 
positive and negative influences on older women’s attainment and persistence, Bellomy’s 
(2003) research identified towering obstacles faced by these women and questioned the 
ability of institutions to provide sufficient interventions.  She recommended that 
institutions could support reentry students by offering reasonably priced day and evening 
childcare, a counseling team trained to understand and support the unique needs of 
reentry women, and strategies to encourage engagement with important extracurricular 
programs (Bellomy, 2003).  Her analysis provided clarity into the complex and 
systematic obstacles nontraditional women must overcome within institutions of higher 
education.  
Nontraditional female students experience unique challenges within higher 
education because their motivations, approaches to learning, maturity, and pathways into 
higher education are different from those of traditional students (Fishback et al., 2002).  
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They typically have gender-influenced family responsibilities, are likely attending 
school part-time, are mostly employed full-time, are often first-generation college 
students, exist in lower socioeconomic statuses, and are commonly reentry students 
having attempted college one or more times (Fishback et al., 2002).  Marital status, 
socioeconomic class, academic readiness, and enrollment patterns along with 
employment are predictors of completion as they are related to women’s motivation to 
return and barriers they will face in attainment (Horn & Wei, 2002).  
Delays between high school and college attendance mean many nontraditional 
female students enter with gaps in their academic writing and math skills.  They may lack 
the confidence to persist.  Most of these women are working full-time, raising a family 
(often as a single parent), struggling with childcare, and lacking sufficient time to 
complete homework (Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011).   
Single mothers struggle to find accessible, affordable, and convenient childcare 
options.  On-campus care when flexible, available, and affordable demonstrates key 
support.  However, on-campus care may not be reserved for campus students.  A lack of 
on campus childcare can increase travel time and expenses leading to inconvenience and 
reduced time for studying and accessing campus-based services (DuQuaine-Watson, 
2007).  Lack of access to on-campus childcare may create an untenable situation for low-
income student parents (DuQuaine-Watson, 2007).  Countless numbers of nontraditional 
female students have been faced with enrollment barriers including those that are 
institutional, situational, and dispositional—the same barriers that keep them from 
completing school (Spellman, 2007).  
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Role conflict.  Women who return to school are balancing many roles, which 
can include mother, partner, breadwinner, and student.  Adair (2008) suggested that 
although women’s greater participation in the workforce represents a change in societal 
norms and potential shifts in economic equity, their reasons for and timing of returning to 
school are still predisposed by gender-influenced norms.  Adult women not only struggle 
with work-life balance, but also assume gender-specific roles relative to family, making 
their challenges even more prominent.   
Home (1998) found that the multiple roles women perform create feelings of 
imbalance, overload, and conflicting priories, leading to stress.  Adult female students 
with children enter school with social and cultural identities influenced by their gender 
and age, significant life experiences, and predetermined roles as mothers and wives.  
These antecedent identities may lead to cognitive dissonance in institutions designed to 
support traditional-aged student identities (Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011) and indirectly 
through institutional frameworks may by default be disadvantaged (Levin, 2007).  
Although many of these women choose to return to school to transform their lives and 
their children’s futures, they cannot prioritize their education above the other role 
responsibilities in their lives (O’Brien & Quimby, 2006).   
O’Brien and Quimby (2006) concluded that absence of psychological stress is 
considered the greatest predictor of academic persistence in nontraditional female 
students.  Paradoxically, family status represents both a support system and motivation 
for returning to school as well as an obstacle to completion and a stressor (Deutsch & 
Schmertz, 2011).  Because education is often motivated by a woman’s caregiving role, 
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Lee and Oyserman (2007) suggested that she often expresses her own educational 
expectations in ways that demonstrate care for her children and their educational pursuits.  
Emblematic of this were expected possible selves of “my child finishing high 
school,” “my kids to be in the best school,” or “sending my kids to college or 
volunteering more at my son’s school” or “being involved more in my son’s 
school activities.” (Lee & Oyserman, 2007, p. 44) 
 
Female nontraditional students’ wellbeing was closely correlated to her own and her 
children’s feelings of self-efficacy, the perceived strength of her support system, and 
strong attachments with significant individuals in her life (O’Brien & Quimby, 2006).  
In addition to the stress family responsibilities add, many of nontraditional 
students are also working to support their families and the cost of their education.  Work 
stressors, more than any other stressor, indicate higher correlations with inter-role 
conflict and coping needs and have been considered a reliable forecaster of general 
wellbeing (Borchert, Kohler Giancola, & Grawitch, 2009).  Low-income women may be 
particularly vulnerable to this type of stress because of the nature of their employment 
opportunities.  
Employment.  Low-income families experience greater challenges to high-
quality, sustained employment as a result of their limited economic resources.  These 
women are disproportionately affected and often shoulder the majority of necessary 
adjustments for lapses in childcare or transportation (Olson & Urban, 2005).  Low-
income mothers’ employment is influenced by access to childcare, transportation, and 
housing (Fletcher, Gaddis, Litt, & Winter, 2000).  As a result, they often exhibit a pattern 
of employment instability as they cycle between welfare and work or between different 
jobs (Coley & Lombardi, 2013).  
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The Women's Employment Study (WES), which followed a sample of welfare 
recipients as they transitioned into the labor market, found that women's average 
employment rates and wages increased in the late 1990s, yet many women remained 
unemployed, underemployed, or working in poor-quality jobs (Corcoran & Johnson, 
2003).  Further, Coley and Lombardi (2013) concluded that disadvantaged, low-income 
women with young children moved into the workforce as a result of policy shifts related 
to welfare reform rather than as a result of having taken the steps to enhance their 
employability through the attainment of education or training.  This group of women may 
suffer from feelings of ineptitude when making this transition from welfare to work. 
Hawkins’s (2002) finding suggested that low self-esteem was predictive of the 
level of educational attainment, human capital development, and wages and employment 
for single mothers moving to economic self-sufficiency from welfare roles.  Austin and 
McDermott (2004) identified that low-income women who are students face typical 
nontraditional student barriers to persistence and also were challenged by Temporary Aid 
for Needy Families (TANF) regulations and the effect their return to school has on their 
children, housing, and childcare.  Low-income mothers in the transition from welfare to 
work face many barriers, not the least of which is that educational attainment is 
specifically not a goal of TANF (Lee & Oyserman, 2007).  These women can easily feel 
overwhelmed by competing priorities and demands on their time and resources and may 
abandon their education for multiple reasons. 
Financial aid.  Low-income women returning to school are highly dependent on 
financial aid to afford school (Talbert, 2012).  They often arrive with severe financial 
hardships, as their caregiver role often results in lower-paying jobs that provide better 
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work-life balance (Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011).  With limited incomes, they are 
balancing many obligations and may have different academic goals than traditional 
students.  Compton, Cox, and Laanan (2006) suggested that women who return to school 
have compelling reasons for increasing their earning potential and are choosing to do so 
at a greater rate than men (NCES, 2012).  
Nontraditional students often are challenged with financial aid, grants, and 
scholarship programs structured to accommodate the characteristics of a traditional 
student.  Dwyer, Hodson, and McCloud (2013) suggested that although women and men 
enjoy equal access to institutional financial aid, they differ in the amount of debt they are 
willing to accumulate to earn a degree.  Because of the wage gaps women experience, 
regardless of educational attainment, they frequently need to borrow more to complete 
their education.  Forty-seven percent of women in head of household roles are living in 
poverty (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2013).  This income disparity has been 
attributed to:  (a) the gender wage gap, (b) the types of jobs that women gravitate toward 
when balancing caregiver and breadwinner roles, and (c) the “motherhood penalty” 
attributable to irregular participation in the workforce (Hewlett, 2007).  Compared to 
men, these women are more likely to take on larger amounts of student debt (Boushey & 
Schmitt, 2010).  Their irregular enrollment patterns and course withdrawals can increase 
debt burdens and uncovered expenses (Hart, 2003).  
Financial aid calculations assume traditional student enrollment patterns of two 
semesters with a summer break (Hart, 2003).  Adult female students who attend all year 
long will often reach maximum aid limits creating out-of-pocket expenses and shortfalls 
that affect persistence and retention, accentuating conflict and stress (Hart, 2003). 
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Furthermore, Eitel and Martin (2009) found that first-generation female college 
students have limited financial literacy, potentially creating a barrier to persistence and 
degree completion.  Hart (2003) advocated for institutions to offer adult students short 
courses on personal finance, making a conscious linkage between academic and financial 
advising. 
Nontraditional female students with complex time-strapped lives outside campus 
experience being denied scholarship or grant monies because they do not possess the 
disposable time available for community service and leadership activities often aligned 
with funding sources (Mostyn, 2006).  Even in online programs where flexibility reduces 
some level of this stress, women continued to experience stress in the face of which they 
were less likely to persist because of financial concerns (Arric, Farrow, Harris, & Young, 
2011).  Low-income women are continually faced with reevaluating continued 
enrollment due to the uncertainty of financial aid.  
The nontraditional female student exhibits a number of characteristics that create 
significant risk for post-secondary completion.  Conflicting role responsibilities, 
employment, attendance patterns, family responsibilities, and socioeconomic status create 
a complex, interrelated group of factors that together can make the completion of a 
degree or certificate less likely.  Institutional hours of operation, class availability, career 
services, childcare, and support resources must provide remote access through web-
enabled options or on-campus options that reflects an informed approach to meeting the 
needs of the nontraditional female student.  
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Strategies that Improve Retention and Completion 
Institutional policies, as well as societal and economic forces, that support the 
reentry of adults into higher education may be creating a retention challenge for 
traditional institutions of higher education (Compton et al., 2006).  Institutional policies 
and practices that reduce stress for nontraditional female students are important for 
improving persistence and completion (Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011).  Institutions that 
recognize the various situational, dispositional, and institutional barriers to completion 
faced by these women are able to construct a comprehensive offering of support that 
addresses more of their needs.  
Compton et al. (2007) noted that the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning 
(CAEL) has provided principles for which institutions should strive when effectively 
serving adult learners.  The CAEL principles include outreach, relevant student support 
options including life and career planning, financial options that create equity, assessment 
of learning outcomes, experientially relevant teaching and learning, use of technology, 
and employer-education partnership with employers and relationships with key 
community organizations (Compton et al., 2006).  The principles are highly relevant, yet 
they do not consider the additional gender-influenced constraints faced by low-income, 
single head of household women; hence, they may not be enough to support their success. 
Retention models.  Tinto’s (1975) widely accepted model of student persistence 
in higher education stressed social integration and the corresponding match between 
student and institution that leads to a shared commitment to completing college.  Bean 
and Metzner (1985) suggested that Tinto’s model, developed based upon experiences of 
traditional students, does not fully reflect the unique circumstances of adult students or 
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parents who face external influences that must be factored into assessing the likelihood 
of persistence (Bean & Metzner, 1987).  Within nontraditional college environments such 
as commuter colleges or community colleges, Tinto’s model was generally viewed as an 
unreliable retention model for this type of institution (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 
2004).  Student characteristics developed prior to admission, including motivation, self-
efficacy, and control, were the only relevant characteristics in Tinto’s model that likely 
affected persistence within nontraditional student populations at nontraditional 
institutions (Braxton et al., 2004).  
Donaldson and Graham (1999), in their model of college outcomes for adult 
students, recognized the integrative nature of adult student retention, with the need for 
institutions to consider preexisting experiences and circumstances that have occurred or 
are occurring outside the institution when developing retention strategies.  In a separate, 
but related study, Sandler’s (2000) research and subsequent model on nontraditional 
student retention analyzed 469 nontraditional students and disputed Tinto’s (1975) 
finding that institutional commitment and academic integration had a summarily negative 
influence on retention.  Sandler (2000) found that self-efficacy was the most influential of 
12 interrelated variables studied and that persistence was a dynamic relationship between 
a student and the environment, requiring a sophisticated, integrated relationship between 
adult student and institution.  
While Tinto’s (1975) model identified risk factors on which institutions might 
focus to improve assimilation, transition, and retention of students, it did not directly 
explore why some students with risk factors stay.  Capelin et al. (2013) proposed, “risk 
factors are contributors to attrition, but the presence or experience of such risks does not 
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always lead to attrition” (p. 6).  Improving student persistence required an 
understanding of how students recover from the setbacks they encountered (Capelin et 
al., 2013).  Student-centered institutions regularly assessed how their current offerings 
influence the success rate of the adult student, particularly women whose success heavily 
depends on access to appropriate services (Giancola, Munz, & Trares, 2008).  
Institutional approaches to improving the retention of low, socioeconomic status students 
may require a very different approach than the one Tinto (1975) recommended. 
A recent retention study of over 1,000 low-socioeconomic status students found 
that institutional factors “such as staff support and student support services had little or 
no impact on the students’ decision to stay in university” (Capelin et al., 2013, p. 13).  
Capelin et al.’s (2013) research determined that having friendships, a sense of belonging 
to a community of learners, an established network of family and friends outside school, 
and the will to achieve a better future were significant factors in overcoming risk factors.  
Their research, conducted in Australia, might offer insights for post-secondary 
institutions in the United States.  Similarly, O’Brien and Quimby (2006) suggested that 
providing opportunities for women to take advantage of existing support groups along 
with encouragement to create new groups with other adult women might build needed 
support and affiliation with those within the learning community who have a similar 
identity and self-efficacy.  This community of adult women may allow for emergence of 
new identities from within their complex, stressful lives.  
Strategies that address dispositional barriers.  Chartrand (1992) concluded that 
improved institutional commitment to reducing stress levels of nontraditional students 
through offering relevant services may be more important than focusing on individual 
 
 26 
intervention strategies for each student experiencing distress.  Engagement of this 
student population is challenging but fundamental to retention particularly when the 
engagement facilitated the usage of needed services or programs.  An analysis of the 
Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) survey results indicated 
that appropriate support services have improved student outcomes by effectively 
encouraging and improving students’ usage of these services (Bukoski et al., 2011).  
Kuh’s (2006) work concluded that engagement of underrepresented populations of 
students improved grades and retention, particularly for first- and second-year students.  
Talbert (2012) revealed that mentorship was effective particularly when the mentor 
shared the same race, ethnicity, family status, or age of the student served.  
Bamber and Tett (2001) proposed that institutions adjust teaching and support 
practices to meet the needs and learning styles of non-traditional students rather than 
placing the expectation upon students to adjust to the institution.  Conversely, Carney-
Crompton and Tan’s (2002) study indicated that the nontraditional women they studied 
did not display a heightened level of psychological stress leading the researcher to 
question the need for an institutional response.  Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002) noted 
that the difference in their finding might have been based upon the age of their subjects 
and their tenure in their program of study.  Another reason for the divergent findings 
might have been their selection of students who had succeeded within their programs.  
Devlin (2011) concluded that self-efficacy as a predictor of educational success places 
the responsibility on the student rather than with structural inequalities that arise from a 
lack of institutional flexibility or responsiveness to social capital issues. 
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Nontraditional students may lack the social capital needed to successfully 
navigate a university environment and require additional support.  Social capital was 
defined as social relationships that offer aid and assistance within interpersonal 
exchanges (Godfrey, 2008).  McLaughlin and Randolph (2012) concluded that for 
student mothers, tangible and emotional social support was perceived as enhancing 
educational outcomes.  In addition to a deficit of social capital, nontraditional students 
may also lack cultural capital. 
“Cultural capital” represents accumulated knowledge within a society that one 
generation passes on to the next and can include behaviors, viewpoints, and amassed 
knowledge and experiences (McDonough, 1997).  Institutions of higher education are 
socially constructed entities that support and share the development of cultural capital in 
college graduates whose children are more likely to attend and easily assimilate into a 
more familiar environment (Wells, 2009).  First-generation college students may not have 
developed the cultural capital to support college adjustment and may fail to persist unless 
they develop effective coping strategies.  The ability of students to develop effective 
coping strategies was correlated to student self-efficacy (O’Brien & Quimby, 2006).  
Creating an individual, academic, and social services plan for each student and 
monitoring commitment to that plan could improve counseling services (Leonard, 2002). 
For nontraditional female students, building an academic and social community of 
support and practice was critical to success as was feeling a sense of belonging (Deutsch 
& Schmertz, 2011).  Bamber and Tett (2000) have concluded that successful 
postsecondary transition for adult students depend on a bi-directional change and 
development process by both the student and the institution.  O’Donnell and Tobbell 
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(2007) noted that practices within the higher education community can serve as 
barriers to membership within the community and recommended that careful attention 
must be given to “not just what we teach and how we teach it but also to the quotidian 
practices that shape student life “ (p. 327).  They further suggested that for adult students, 
participation within the learning community, experiential learning, and fitting within a 
type of student persona were important to developing a student identity.  College 
counseling approaches are often aligned with development theories that suggest 
hierarchical stages of personal development; however, Kilgore (2002) found that the 
more important predictor of persistence for an adult woman was her relative stability in 
her perceived identity rather than the characteristics of any given stage of development as 
it advances.  
Creating a strong social identity is a theme that frequently appeared in studies of 
retention for adult females and one that student services can provide.  Levin (2007) 
asserted that a nontraditional student’s college experience is “situated within the life 
experiences of students and the environments they inhabit, as well as the community with 
which they interact on a daily basis” (p. 65).  Because the reasons women fail to persist 
are often aligned with family and gender, advisement and academic counseling for adult 
women with children may need to assess each student’s individual levels of self-efficacy 
in creating strong attachments to key support people in their lives (Levin, 2007).  This 
counseling may also need to address their perceived levels of self-efficacy in the 
integration of the roles of parent and student, determining their perceived level of 
support, which may be more important than actual levels of support (O’Brien & Quimby, 
2006).  
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Enhancing counseling services to include predictors of psychological wellbeing 
and directing students to services that may enhance their growth in these areas might also 
improve retention, particularly if introduced in coursework rather than as an additional 
activity outside class (O’Brien & Quimby, 2006).  Building upon this idea, Kilgore 
(2002) and Fishback et al. (2002) concluded in separate research that if more attention 
were paid to forces outside the institution that form a woman’s identity, institutional 
strategies could be developed and offered to women to facilitate goal completion.  
Fishback et al.’s (2002) conclusions are in sharp contrast to Bean and Metzner’s (1985) 
work that attributed the attrition of nontraditional students to inferior assimilation into the 
academic environment because of a lack of academic abilities, or demonstrated 
outcomes, and a lack of institutional commitment.  The one area both researchers 
acknowledged was the need for effective approaches that provided appropriate support 
for the various barriers faced.   
Strategies that address situational barriers.  Conventionally, the aim of 
academic services and student support has been to improve content mastery, remediate 
academic skill gaps, and provide degree and schedule advisement (Fairchild, 2003).  
These services alone may not be the most inclusive of what institutions need to offer to 
improve the retention rates of low-income female students.  Bauman, DeLeon, and Wang 
(2004) surveyed nontraditional (mostly female) students and identified three primary 
reasons for returning to school, which included career advancement, self-development, 
and family.  Nontraditional students indicated a high likelihood that they would use 
career services, stress management techniques, and financial aid workshops offered by 
the institution (Bauman et al., 2004).  Research does not definitively address whether 
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aligning services with nontraditional student motivations and needs increases retention 
and persistence. 
Banks (2010) did not find conclusive evidence that having career goals improved 
persistence and attainment and led to greater academic self-efficacy for the nontraditional 
female students she studied.  She did find that women pursuing degrees aligned with 
gender norms were more motivated to persist and that all women surveyed had value-
driven goals aligned with career outcomes (Banks, 2010).  Chao and Good (2004) found 
that in motivating attainment and persistence, advisors must recognize career aspirations 
and ensure that counseling with adult female students recognized their need to balance 
their struggles to complete academics with their career aspirations.  Individualized 
counseling that empathetically assesses the efforts and desires of the adult woman during 
her personal, professional, and educational transitions may be fundamental to facilitating 
student success and attainment. 
A study by Baker and Bettinger (2014) revealed that a year-long, one-on-one 
coaching program with nontraditional students improved both retention and completion 
during their first year in college and was more cost effective than other measures like 
increased financial aid.  Coaches regularly supported student development of clear goals, 
connected daily academic tasks to each student’s longer-term goals as well as supported 
the development of time management, study, and problem resolution skills (Baker & 
Bettinger, 2014).  
Duquaine-Watson (2007) concluded that one of the ways post-secondary 
institutions can support single mothers who are students is by acknowledging their 
presence on campus.  They recommended informational forums for single mothers and 
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events for students with children and noted that a possible student organization for 
single parents could demonstrate concern, foster dialogue, and recognize and raise 
awareness of this unique student population with faculty, staff, and other students 
(Duquaine-Watson, 2007). 
Brown and Nichols (2013) found that both pregnant students and students with 
children described four major barriers and associated support needs including (a) on-
campus daycare, (b) financial aid, (c) scheduling and class availability, and (d) 
transportation.  On-campus daycare and financial aid were discussed at length by all 
participants (Brown & Nichols, 2013).  Stanford and University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill have offered on-campus childcare, and University of North Carolina 
subsidized the cost of childcare (Brown & Nichols, 2013).  Duquaine-Watson (2007) 
suggested that institutions must provide high-quality childcare on campus during evening 
and weekend hours providing priority usage for children of students.  
Ahn (2012) found that single, head of household, low-income mothers confronted 
a more onerous burden of childcare than mothers who lived with family members or 
other adults and should be a primary target for childcare subsidies.  Given that the 
economic resources of low-income, female students may restrict availability of quality 
childcare within the broader community, post-secondary institutions should provide a 
sliding scale subsidy for low-income parents (Duquaine-Watson, 2007).  Additional 
expenditures for transportation and childcare may strain the limited funds that low-
income women have and may lead to them leaving school. 
A primary predictor of persistence for nontraditional, low-income women is an 
ability to finance their education.  Bellomy (2003) concluded that if institutions 
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designated some portion of financial aid specifically for adult, part-time students, it 
would make education possible when motivation is high but resources are limited for 
funding an education.  Additionally, ensuring adequate access to coursework during 
evening and weekends would support more continuous enrollment patterns and reduce 
out-of-pocket financial expenses for nontraditional female students (Corrigan, 2003).  
Reducing stressors related to funding an education might allow these women to feel more 
comfortable assimilating into a program of study and community of learners moderating 
the continual reevaluation of whether persistence is possible. 
Strategies that address institutional barriers.  Institutions often have aligned 
class offerings and services with the needs of traditional students, creating barriers for 
women whose education is situated within very complex lives.  Corrigan (2003) 
encouraged institutional leaders to develop policies, practices, and academic offerings 
that reflected an understanding of the need for flexibility when dealing with diverse 
family structures and nontraditional enrollment patterns.  
Women whose education is situated within very complex lives are more inclined 
to choose distance education for its flexibility and improved access, reducing strain 
between competing role responsibilities (Home, 1998; NCES, 2002).  Home (1998) 
found that distance education was the only effective institutional intervention for 
workplace stress.  As women are more likely to choose online learning options, 
institutions should anticipate barriers these women may face within an online learning 
format.   
Eagan and Jaeger’s (2009) research revealed that adults who choose online or 
evening programs or who attend part-time often receive instruction from adjunct faculty 
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and may not receive the mentorship, guidance, and the level of engagement needed to 
foster success.  Compounding this problem, many older students are digital immigrants 
who struggle when using technology and may require significant interventions and 
modifications from the faculty (Jesnek, 2012).  Because consistent access to distance 
learning coursework may significantly enhance the completion rates of nontraditional 
students (Pontes & Pontes, 2012), adult females entering online classes or degree 
programs might benefit from a technology placement test to determine competency for 
entering online coursework (Jesnek, 2012).  
In addition to online course options, institutions should consider how the delivery 
of services through online means or during nontraditional hours allows women with 
children to access services once family responsibilities are managed.  Institutions need to 
examine the scheduling of available tutoring, mentoring, career services, networking, and 
advisement to ensure weekend, evening, or online offerings that would support greater 
access (O’Brien & Quimby, 2006).  Cabrere-Buggs (2005) found that nontraditional 
student retention and satisfaction is positively correlated to an institution’s offering of a 
mandated first-year orientation course, support services offered during nontraditional 
times, additional financial support, available night and weekend courses, and direct 
communication regarding nontraditional support services that target adult learner needs.  
Lyons’s (2004) study concluded that at-risk students are more likely to use financial 
services than their peers and that they prefer to access financial aid resources online. 
Requiring the adult female student to flex her school commitment beyond 
classroom expectations may be unreasonable and might increase the likelihood of failure 
to complete.  Because of the complexity of their lives, nontraditional women often limit 
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their college experience to the required instruction and interaction with faculty, and the 
classroom can often become the primary place where integration and connectedness with 
the institution occurs (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  Instruction guided by andragogy is better 
suited to the needs of the nontraditional student, respecting and fostering individual 
student identity, a key predictor of female student retention (Forrest & Peterson, 2006; 
Wyatt, 2011).   
Unfortunately, nontraditional students generally encounter a more traditional 
pedagogical style of instruction developed to support the needs of a traditional student 
population (Houser, 2004).  Experientially-based learning relevant to professional goals 
is more likely to meet these women’s desires, and instruction and curricula that clearly 
connect theory and practice are perceived as relevant and appropriate and may improve 
retention and post-graduation career outcomes (Houser, 2004).  Institutional culture, 
relations between faculty and students, and curricula had a significant, positive influence 
on a woman’s learning (Brooks, Flannery, Hayes, Hugo, & Tisdell, 2000).  Orienting and 
creating role identity in the learning community has also taken on a different format 
because of the work-life balance issues leading to a need for orientation and community 
building within the classroom by faculty (Wyatt, 2011).   
No matter how compelling the reasons for returning to school, the adult female 
student reevaluates her continued enrollment on a regular basis because of the demands 
of work, family, and financial responsibilities.  Because an adult woman’s pathway into 
postsecondary education is nontraditional, academic services must reflect an 
understanding of the situations and context that surround these women’s lives outside and 
inside the institution.  Research has shown that academic services that built a plan that 
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considered and lessened external stressors, strengthened identity, created accessibility, 
and linked education with life planning, career advisement, and financial strategies 
improved the likelihood of persistence.  
The integration and engagement of this student population within an institution of 
learning occurs primarily within course learning because nontraditional female students 
with children are less likely to engage in activities beyond the classroom.  Their 
perceptions of supportive faculty and staff enhanced educational outcomes (McLaughlin 
& Randolph, 2012).  Relevant instruction, personal engagement, and the relationship with 
an institution’s faculty creates a perception of institutional care and may be an important 
institutional response for developing greater persistence and completion for 
nontraditional female students with children who seek to act with and within an ethic of 
care. 
Ethic of Care 
As a normative ethical theory, the ethic of care provides a moral framework for 
determining how individual human actions are labeled as either right or wrong.  The ethic 
of care stresses the importance of evaluating the response when assessing moral standards 
(Held, 1995).  Because universal standards are indifferent to individual circumstances 
and relationships, they can be ineffective in evaluating moral reasoning.  Rather than 
using a set of neutral principles applicable to all situations, social ethicists posit that 
moral judgments can be understood when situated within the everyday life of people and 
the social and relational structures that guide beliefs and conscience formation across 
culture and race throughout history (Christians, 2009). 
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Masculine and feminine ethics.  Early feminist thinkers studied the 
similarities and differences between masculine ethics and feminine ethics.  Their works 
challenged the supposition that separation of self from others is necessary for advanced 
stages of human development and moral reasoning.  They confronted the ontological 
notion that abstract, objective, rational knowledge was superior to a more connected 
relational self that more accurately aligned with the human state of being (Tong, 1993).  
A group of feminine ethicists developed a care-focused, feminist approach to ethics.  
Feminist care-focused ethics seeks out circumstances where traditional ethics has failed 
or discounted women, striving to create a gendered approach to ethics that diminishes or 
eliminates the subordinate status of any group, but particularly women.  Carol Gilligan 
(1982) challenged the preeminent moral development theory for falsely measuring and 
subordinating women’s moral reasoning patterns. 
Gilligan (1982) noted that women rarely ascended to the levels that men did on 
Kohlberg’s (1973) scheme of moral development.  She inferred that either Kohlberg’s 
scheme was wrong or women were less developed morally then men.  Gilligan duplicated 
Kohlberg’s study using young women as participants (Kohlberg had developed his theory 
from a study of 34 young men) and developed a moral theory that sharply contrasted with 
Kohlberg’s widely accepted stages of moral development.  She postulated that women’s 
moral reasoning was guided by a different voice that was equally valid (Held, 1995).  
In her much debated work, Gilligan (1982) concluded that Kohlberg’s scaling was 
biased, as it relied upon masculine standards of justice, duty, and avoidance of harm 
rather than on standards of compassion, nurturance, and conflict resolution more 
naturally attributed to women (Gilligan, 1982).  She characterized this female moral 
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voice as emerging from those who view self as connected to others rather than distinct 
or separate (Held, 1995).  Her research indicated that this ethic of care orientation was 
empirically associated with the women she studied.  “The conception of morality as 
concerned with the activity of care centers moral development around the understanding 
of responsibility and relationship, just as the conception of morality as fairness ties moral 
development to the understanding of rights and rules” (Gilligan, 1982, p. 19).   
Three fundamental characteristics emerged that differentiated an ethic of care 
from an ethic of justice, the widely accepted developmental framework.  Operating from 
an ethic of care begins with the belief that responsibilities and relationships rather than 
rights and rules govern moral actions (Gilligan, 1982).  Next, morality is concrete and 
circumstantial rather than abstract (Tronto, 1987).  Morality can be understood not 
through an objective, individualistic adoption of rules but rather as caring actions taken 
by people in response to complex situations encountered (Held, 1995).  An ethic of care 
presupposes persons as relational and interdependent rather than separated and objective.  
Care grounded in the standpoint of the other person.  Care grounded within 
the context of a situated decision begins from the standpoint of the other person and 
recognizes the importance of feelings along with rationality as central to moral decision 
making.  Held (1995) elucidated this point by suggesting that justice provided an 
understanding of moral minimums whereas care recognized what is obvious beyond the 
minimum standard of duty.  The implications of this higher moral order were opined by 
Baier (1985) as the principled view that what makes us inherently human is the care we 
receive from others, and all sociopathic and unhealthy behaviors have their beginnings in 
a deficit of care.  “Caring well for children, for instance, involves much more than 
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honoring their rights not to be abused or deprived of adequate food; good care brings 
joy and laughter” (Held, 1995, p. 131). 
Within relationships, care is not only an act but an approach and disposition.  
Noddings’s (1984) work contended that human care plays a central role in moral 
decision-making.  An ethic of care naturally reflected and mirrored the beginnings of all 
human life (Noddings, 1984).  Care involved providing attention to both caregiver and 
the person receiving care (Kittay, 2002).  “Right from the start, we are concerned with the 
caring relation--from the briefest encounters to long-term associations, and we describe 
the roles of both carer and cared-for in establishing and maintaining that relation” 
(Noddings, 2012, p. 52).  The early descriptions of an ethic of care were principle based.  
Reciprocity, mutuality, receptive attention, and empathy were integral to relational ethics.  
Development of a care ethic.  In care ethics, reciprocity was not contractual in 
nature as it is understood in traditional justice-based ethics.  Instead, it provided cues and 
information upon which a caring relationship can be built through attention and empathy 
(Noddings, 2012).  Care ethicists have characterized the importance of empathy in care 
ethics in two ways.  Morality in the ethic of care focused on emotional capacity and 
human tendencies, which include empathy (Slote, 2011).  DeVay (2010) noted that in 
basic biological neuroscience, empathy could be traced to emotions as the primary basis 
for the formation of morality rather than religion or secular influences.  Put another way, 
empathy also helped us understand the world and our place within it in relation to others 
(Slote, 2011).  An open and vulnerable caregiver may experience empathy, which may 
influence actions and decisions. 
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Just as Kohlberg’s ethic of justice outlined stages of development, so too does 
the ethic of care.  Development of an ethic of care requires mastery of three main levels 
of care accompanied by two transitional ones ranging from initial self-concern, through 
exclusive other-oriented concern, to balanced concern for self and others (Gilligan, 
1982).  The nexus of this development occurs as a person develops an increasingly 
sophisticated understanding of responsibility of caring for self and others (Held, 1995).  
Tronto (1998) further postulated four elements that frame the ethic of care, including 
attentiveness to the needs of others, responsiveness by the care receiver, competence in 
providing care, and responsibility to take action. 
Gilligan’s (1982) work asserted that care is a feminist way of knowing distinct 
from the traditional masculine view of judging.  The ethics of care provided a moral 
framework broader than a justice framework and represented a separate moral domain.  
Held (1995) argued that justice may be subjugated within a broader moral framework of 
care.  Because moral judgments require feeling and emotion, Dewey and Gouinlock 
(1994) warned against an excessive reliance on reason alone, arguing that reason had all 
too often served to justify our prejudices.  They, along with care ethics proponents, 
recognized ethics as systematically woven into our relationships with the other as 
reflected in the institutional structures we create and perpetuate (Monchinski, 2009). 
Criticism of the ethic of care.  Criticism from some feminist scholars has 
suggested that the ethic of care paradigm reinforces stereotypical gender roles in a 
patriarchal society.  Held (2006) cautioned against aligning the ethic of care as gender 
binary aligned with a feminist approach.  She instead recognized that development of an 
ethic of care is applicable to everyone and cautioned well-intentioned feminist scholars 
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from positioning care as distinctly female (Held, 2006).  Tronto (1987) offered a 
similar warning when she suggested that making the case that aligning an ethic of care 
more naturally to women because of socially constructed gender roles diminished its 
crucial, universal applicability in moral theory.  Feminists emphasized that emotion in 
general, and care in particular, have been denigrated or ignored because of their 
association with gender.  Gilligan (2014) rejected these dissenting viewpoints and 
summarily dismissed the notion that aligning care with feminism is a risky proposition. 
Care is a feminist, not a “feminine” ethic, and feminism, guided by an ethic of 
care, is arguably the most radical, in the sense of going to the roots, liberation 
movement in human history. Released from the gender binary and hierarchy, 
feminism is neither a women’s issue nor a battle between women and men. It is 
the movement to free democracy from patriarchy. (Gilligan, 2014, p. 101)   
 
Other feminist scholars have also developed a feminist ethic of care that criticized 
the masculine justice orientation in a patriarchal society (Kittay, 2002; Noddings, 1984).  
In some cases, the critical scholarship identified subtle forms of oppression and 
advocated morally appropriate means for resisting oppressive practices.  Such scholars 
asserted that caring is necessary in the development of moral actions (Gilligan, 1982; 
Noddings, 1984).  They stressed that framing moral development to include tendencies 
viewed as feminist moved cognitive moral theories into a more holistic framework that 
values women’s contributions.  Others questioned the incompatibility of justice and care, 
emphasizing that the moral domains are both complementary and integral to moral 
action.  
Noted feminist scholar Held (2006) argued for a justice-based approach to equal 
rights for women.  She argued that a priority of care, properly understood, not only in the 
domain of interpersonal relationships but also in political and global affairs empowered 
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women (Held, 2006).  She defined care as both a practice and a value.  Her work 
reinforced Noddings’s (1984) view that care is a universal value essential to all human 
beings.  Within a rights-based philosophy, she acknowledged that the ethic of care 
appropriately rebuked the excessive stress that law placed on rationality and impartiality, 
limiting moral thinking.  Even Kohlberg (1973) acknowledged that his cognitive moral 
development assessment encompassed care as well as justice, and care and justice are not 
separate moral domains (Hewer, Kohlberg, & Levine, 1983). 
In the ethic of care, it is care, not justice, which provides a more developed moral 
framework.  Justice, while important, may be less critical than care in sustaining life 
(Held, 1995).  “Within a network of caring, we can and should demand justice, but justice 
should not then push care to the margins, imagining justice’s political embodiment as the 
model of morality” (Held, 1995, p. 132).  In care theory, there is an assumption that 
people are not autonomous individuals, but that they are primarily relational and 
interdependent relying upon one another for care.  
Care focused feminism.  Women disproportionately serve as caregivers within 
families and in professions (Kittay, 2009).  Feminist care scholars extolled the distinct 
competencies necessary for mothering, not valued in a patriarchal society, which 
devalued caregiving in both public and private settings.  Ruddick (2009) described 
mothering as a practice attributable to anyone who commits to the demands of maternal 
practice, which are relational and generational.  Maternal practice exemplified the notion 
of being both powerful and powerless with the care of a vulnerable life that is incapable 
of reciprocity (Noddings, 1984; Ruddick, 2009).  Women in caregiving roles may have 
experienced a different type of dependency and vulnerability because of their sense of 
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responsibility for caregiving, which can be exploited outside of a trusting relationship 
(Held, 1995). 
Whether influenced by culture, social norms, or gender, women express a natural 
obligation for providing care especially to dependent children (Kittay, 2002; Ruddick, 
2009).  “Women, in their roles as dependency workers, will not ‘strike’ (so to speak) on 
the hope that men thereby might be induced [sic] take on the labor traditionally assigned 
to women” (Kittay, 2002, p. 238).  Dependency work tends to be poorly paid, and women 
who do not share dependency care equally with a spouse may seek to exploit other 
women to provide some relief and equality with men (Kittay, 2002).  This practice and its 
resultant effect on the socioeconomic status of women employed privately or publicly in 
caregiving are palpable and concerning. 
Care-focused feminists leverage the ethic of care to create a platform for 
criticizing how society engenders caring labor.  Feminist scholars recognized caring as a 
moral imperative, and they take exception to the devaluing of caregiving in personal 
relationships and in the labor market (Held, 1993; Kittay, 2001; Ruddick, 2002).  They 
posed the question of what might happen if the central, organizing scheme within western 
civilization was of mother to child rather than of the breadwinning male (Kittay, 2001).  
The paradigm change would have caring and attachment as a foundational principle.  
Tronto (1993) asserted that a traditional moral viewpoint that stressed justice required 
divorcing decisions from attachment and emotion.  In sharp contrast, an ethic of care 
viewed abandonment of responsibility to vulnerable populations and others as morally 
reprehensible (Tronto, 1993).  
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A developing conversation about the ethic of care looks at patterns of power 
that flow within relationships to understand how the social environment may influence 
the development of a care orientation.  Tronto suggested that Gilligan’s (1982) own 
writing may have suggested that the reason women studied exhibited a moral difference 
was because of social influences.  “Women’s different moral framework might be a 
function of their subordinate or tentative social position” rather than gender (Tronto, 
1987, p. 649).  As such, Gilligan’s (1982) work might be subject to the same kind of 
criticism she raised about Kohlberg’s assessment (Tronto, 1987).  
Tronto further suggested, “if moral difference is a function of social position 
rather than gender, then the morality Gilligan had identified with women might be better 
identified with subordinate or minority status” (p. 649).  The possibility of a social and 
not a psychological cause for the different moral voice broadens the implication and 
interpretations of the ethic of care particularly for caregivers. 
Women and minorities of both genders predominantly perform the caregiver role 
in our society.  Caregivers are often dependent on others for sustenance existing without 
the full status of citizenship (Kittay, 2001; Ruddick, 2002).  Such life experiences may 
have primarily influenced the development of moral reasoning of an ethic of care over 
justice.  The experience of advantaged males, less likely to have experienced dependency 
in caregiving relationships, was more aligned with an ethic of justice over care (Tronto, 
1987). 
Summary.  The ethic of care developed out of a need to recognize what Gilligan 
(1982) inferred as a distinctly different moral framework that gave voice to the way the 
women she studied approached complex moral decisions.  Although originally framed as 
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a gendered perspective on decision making in a human development framework, 
significant, subsequent research has indicated that the ethic of care is not gender binary.  
The ethic of care provided a normative scheme for assessing and recognizing a more 
sophisticated reasoning approach based upon discernment of appropriate action rather 
than on application of universal standards.  Some scholars suggested that the lived 
experiences of those in a subordinate or minority status dependent upon others may 
influence the development of an ethic of care.  Noted ethicists may disagree whether an 
ethic of care and an ethic of justice represent unique domains.  However, there is 
acknowledgement that moral decision-making requires the incorporation of the ethic of 
care. 
The nontraditional, low-income woman as student exhibits a number of 
situational and dispositional barriers to completion that may be compounded by 
institutional barriers within systems that may not recognize her unique circumstances.  
Evolving research directs the attention of institutions to some barriers that exist, but that 
could be modified.  Low-income women are often also single parents, and they may face 
even greater obstacles to completion.  They are frequently motivated to return to school 
to improve their socioeconomic status and care for themselves and their children.  The 
primacy of their caregiving responsibilities provides a moral framework and insight into 
how they may prioritize their time and resources.  The ethic of care guides our 
understanding of how women may need to be supported as they attend school while 
caring for others. 
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Summary 
The literature review provides evidence that the single, head of household, low-
income female student encounters extraordinary circumstances that have negatively 
influenced her ability to attain a post-secondary degree or certificate.  Her gender-
influenced role responsibilities and family structure along with socioeconomic status are 
significant barriers she faces when adding student to the predetermined roles of parent 
and breadwinner.  A review of the retention strategies and models that have proved 
successful for the focus women offered insight to the approaches that offer more relevant 
forms of support for addressing dispositional, situational, and institutional barriers.  Low-
income women caring for children frequently rely upon a complex network of supports 
both private and public to survive or thrive.  Daily, these women demonstrate an ethic of 
care through the choices they make as caregivers.  The choice to return to school is often 
a care decision motivated by a desire to support her children’s educational outcomes 
through her modeled behavior.  These women and their dependents experience stressful 
and tenuous existences and expect institutions of higher education to facilitate their 
access to improved economic mobility through the attainment of a degree or certificate.  
Therefore, further study is warranted for the purpose of understanding the phenomenon 
of a nontraditional female student’s challenges while pursuing a degree or certificate in 
post-secondary education.  
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Chapter 3:  Research Methodology 
Introduction 
Single, head of household, low-income women with children who enroll in higher 
education programs are caring for dependents, working to provide family income, likely 
reliant on others for childcare, and navigating through a system of education frequently 
more aligned with the needs of a traditional student.  This narrative study explored the 
experiences of women who are pursuing a post-secondary degree or certificate in a public 
institution and sought through their stories to understand their lives, the unique 
circumstances they face, and the support that may be needed to foster their success.  
Because narrative is a natural format for describing how individuals conceive of 
themselves, connecting actions, explaining identities, and distinguishing personal 
qualities, it may provide a richer understanding of the experiences of this group.  The 
following research questions informed this research: 
1. What stories are told by single, head of household, low-income women 
seeking a higher education credential? 
2. What stories do these women tell to describe the unique circumstances they 
face in pursuing a higher education credential? 
3. What do the stories told by these women reveal about the network of support 
needed to persist to degree completion? 
A detailed description of the research design and rationale, site and population, methods, 
and ethical considerations follows.   
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Research Design and Rationale 
Through the lens of social constructivism, reality is believed to be socially 
constructed by persons in interaction with their world (Gergen, 2009).  Through the 
stories told, narrative research allows socially constructed meanings to emerge (Bruner, 
2004).  Culture and linguistics shape how people perceive, structure, and organize 
memories into the stories they tell of their lives.  Riessman (1993) proposed that issues of 
equity for marginalized populations may best be understood through their stories.  
“Precisely because they are essential meaning-making structures, narratives must be 
preserved, not fractured, by investigators, who must represent respondents’ ways of 
constructing meaning and analyze how it is accomplished” (Riessman, 1993, p. 4).  By 
illuminating the experiences of these women, through their narrated stories, a truer 
representation of their circumstances, actions, and self-constructed realities may emerge.  
This newfound knowledge may facilitate change to policy or practice that may positively 
improve their completion rates. 
A narrative research approach assures an accurate process for honoring the voices 
of the women participants.  Their stories may provide a compelling opportunity for 
learning how to center educational design on their needs.  Studying these narrative stories 
may reveal gender inequalities or other power imbalances that may go unrecognized by 
the women themselves and the institutions they attend (Riessman, 1993).  
Site and Population 
Population Description 
The population for this study included nine single, head of household, low-
income women who had been enrolled in coursework toward a degree or certificate 
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program at a public, post-secondary institution within Northern California sometime 
during the last year.  Nationally, 6% of students who attend 4-year institutions are single 
parents; at community colleges, 14% of students are single parents (Gault et al, 2011).  
This study population was a diverse group of women who were able to participate in 
multiple interviews.  
Site Description 
This study of single, head of household, low-income women was not limited to a 
particular site or district within Northern California.  The participants were drawn from a 
purposeful sampling of women who met the selection criteria.  
Site Access 
Because there was not a designated site for this study, issues of site access were 
not relevant to this research study.  As such, only Drexel IRB approval was sought. 
Research Methods 
Description of Methods Used 
Narrative inquiry is understood as experiences articulated in lived and expressed 
stories (Daynes & Pinnegar, 2007).  Essentially, narrative inquiry comprises the retelling 
of an individual’s experiences in association both to others and to a social situation 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  Gubrium and Holstein (1995) contended that the 
constructivist views of interviews are “social productions” wherein respondents narrate 
their own story with researchers participating to construct a meaningful story (p. vii).  
The narrative method used in this study involved a series of three semi-structured 
interviews and researcher observations as the basis for triangulation.  The use of multiple 
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methods (triangulation) adds breadth, complexity, richness, and depth to understanding 
the phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  The two methods were used concurrently.  
Interviews.  Following narrative research protocol, the three research questions 
were explored through a series of one-on-one, in-person interviews designed to elicit 
detailed accounts of the experiences of the participants.  Accordingly, interview 
exchanges can be thought of as “two active participants who jointly construct narrative 
and meaning” (Riessman, 2008, p. 23).  Indirectly through both the interviewing and 
transcription processes, the researcher has influence on the stories participants choose to 
tell (Riessman, 2008).  “We call the process of coming alongside participants and then 
inquiring into the lived and told stories retelling stories” and this is inherently an 
interpretive process (Clandinin, 2013; Riessman, 2008).  The researcher role is one of 
retelling a co-created story. 
Instrument description.  Nine participated in a series of three in-person, semi-
structured interviews, each between 60 and 90 minutes in length to gain a deep 
understanding of not only the chronology but also the essence of each participant’s story, 
both implied and expressed.  The interviews were conducted to obtain stories about the 
experiences of participant women during their tenure in a degree or certificate program at 
a public post-secondary institution.  
The first interview utilized an interview protocol with 20 questions (see Appendix 
A).  It was transcribed and retold.  The resulting chronological, restoried narrative from 
the first interview was shared with each corresponding participant for her review and 
consideration. 
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A second interview followed, allowing each woman to suggest additions or 
modifications to the narrative; the researcher asked questions to deepen understanding of 
aspects of the story.  The second interview resulted in a new transcription and further 
restorying, which again was shared with the participant for her review.  A third interview 
provided participants a final opportunity to offer clarifications and suggested changes to 
the narrative and led to a final transcript that further elucidated the narrative story. 
The researcher remained cognizant that although she shared a gendered life 
experience, she did not share an ethnic or cultural background with her participants, 
making the restorying particularly challenging (Riessman, 1987).  Each restoried 
narration from the first interview was reviewed with the participant in a second semi-
structured interview.  Following the second interview, the narration was restoried and a 
subsequent third interview occurred with some women.  The third interview served as the 
basis for a conversation that deepened and enriched the stories shared.  
Participant selection.  Participants were selected by criterion sampling based 
upon referrals from community-based organizations and the researcher’s colleagues.  
Referred participants were asked questions to determine if they met the following 
eligibility requirements to participate in the research.  Criteria included: (a) single, head 
of household women; (b) with children under the age of 18; (c) eligible for Pell or Cal 
grants; (d) enrolled and attempted a course in a public, post-secondary degree or 
certificate program during the last year; and (e) an ability to participate in three 60-
minute interviews during no more than a six-week period.  Participants who met the 
qualifications were selected on a first-come, first-included basis. 
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Identification and invitation.  To identify participants, the researcher’s non-
profit colleagues and peers within higher education were notified by email and phone 
about the selection criteria and were asked to forward email invitations to prospective 
participants meeting the specified criteria (see Appendix B).  Those who received the 
forwarded email and replied affirmatively to the researcher were contacted through an 
introductory phone call to confirm that prospective participants met the criteria, to 
overview the study, and to review the consensus process (see Appendix B).  The data 
collected through each phone call were labeled only with a pseudonym and included 
nominal data requiring a “yes or “no” response as well as open-ended questions to which 
respondents specified institution attended, degree or certificate program, and years of 
enrollment or attendance.  The responses were confirmed for alignment with study 
requirements prior to the in-person interviews.  Upon agreeing to participate, subjects 
were provided with and asked to complete a consent form (see Appendix C) that 
explained the process for confidentiality, privacy protection, and acknowledgement of 
their right to withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason.  
Data collection.  The data collection process occurred over no more than a six-
week period of time.  All in-person interviews were recorded and included a backup 
recording option so no data were lost.  The recordings were stored on a drive without 
Internet access and maintained in a locked cabinet providing security and limiting risk of 
loss.  To protect identity, pseudonyms were used on all transcribed documents.  The 
source document that provides cross-reference tables is stored on a separate drive without 
Internet connection but accessible to the supervising professor and researcher.  Once the 
data were collected from an interview and restoried in the form of transcribed narratives 
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created by the researcher, a second and third interview were conducted with each 
participant to review, enrich, and validate the representations.  Throughout the 
interviews, participants were only identified by their pseudonyms.  
Observations. 
Instrument description.  The researcher kept a journal to record relevant 
observations that enhance the validity of the narrated story of the participants.  Journal 
notes were made during the recorded interviews and by the researcher in a reflective 
manner following each interview.  Notes included nonverbal cues, emotional responses, 
and voice inflections, omissions, and disjunctions that provide additional insight into the 
story as told by the participant.  Additionally, the journal represents how the researcher 
connected the observations to best represent and provide data that support the research 
questions and analysis. 
Participant selection.  Observations were made on all selected participants 
included in the researched interview protocol.  The researcher described the purpose of 
the study with each participant and obtained agreement in advance for the recording of 
interviews as well as for the journaling of observations during the interview process.  
Identification and invitation.  All women who agreed to participate in the study 
were informed about the recorded observations during the consent process and were 
provided assurance of anonymity through the use of pseudonyms in the journal. 
Data collection.  Observations of non-verbal cues, voice inflections, and 
emotional responses occurred during the interviews.  The researcher’s observations and 
reflections, along with the women’s reactions to their narrated stories, were analyzed for 
themes that emerged as common across multiple interviews.  The researcher used the 
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observations to augment the transcribed narratives and provide emphasis and context 
to the spoken word of the participants.  Additionally, the researcher completed a 
reflective journal following each interview as a culminating exercise.  
Data Analysis Procedures 
Narrative analysis was used to explore and interpret the data and to construct 
compelling stories.  As a researcher working from a social constructivist perspective, the 
desire was to explore the meaning of events for these women.  “Personal narratives are, at 
core, meaning-making units of discourse. … narrators interpret the past in stories, rather 
than reproduce the past as it was… the perspectives of both narrator and analyst can 
come into view” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2003, p. 341).  As such, the purpose of analysis is 
to “systematically group and summarizing the descriptions, and providing a coherent 
organizing framework that encapsulates and explains aspects of the social world that 
respondents portray” (Gubrium & Holstein, 1995, p. 79).  The data gathered during 
interviews and observations were analyzed and sequenced into a logical order.  The 
researcher sought to include appropriate literary elements when restorying the most 
compelling aspects of each woman’s experience (Riessman, 1987).  Recorded interviews 
were transcribed and narrative analysis employed descriptive and in vivo coding to 
analyze the psychological and sociological contexts contained within each text (Saldana, 
2009).  Cross-case analysis was used to analyze similarities between narrated texts for 
possible themes. 
Stages of Data Collection 
Stage one included pre-data collection to identify potential respondents.  Women 
who expressed interest in participating were told about the purpose of the research, and 
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then were asked to respond to the five criteria required for study participation.  During 
this stage, email and phone communication with potential research respondents occurred 
to determine fit, agree on time and location of interviews, and describe the purpose of the 
study.  All signed consensus agreements were obtained during this stage.  
Stage two included data collection in a series of interviews and transcriptions 
conducted with each participant over the period of no more than six weeks.  Data from 
the interviews were collected using an iPad audio recording application as well as with a 
voice-activated audio recorder to ensure data were not lost due to equipment malfunction.  
Data were housed on a storage drive without Internet access in a locked cabinet. 
Stage three included codification and analysis of data into compelling narratives.  
A series of interviews with each woman provides a dialogic approach to supporting the 
trustworthiness of each narrative within the situated context (Riessman, 2008).  The 
research process included participant-researcher collaboration, providing validation in all 
phases of the research and narrative development and review.  Additional validation 
occurred through the triangulation of data between the observations and interviews and 
also in the researcher selection of candidates who had the potential to offer disconfirming 
evidence.  Constructing compelling stories required sensitivity, appropriate urgency, and 
attention to detail of the spoken and unspoken messages provided by participants. 
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Table 1 
Data Collection Timeline 
Action Dates 
Committee review and approval September-October, 2014 
IRB approval October, 2014 
Interviews and transcriptions October 2014 - November, 2015 
Analysis of data and story construction November 2014 - December, 2015 
Drafting of Chapters 4 and 5 December 2014 - January, 2015 
Dissertation celebration February, 2015 
Document Revisions February, 2015 
Graduation June, 2015 
 
 
Ethical Considerations 
With dissertation committee approval, Institutional Review Board approval was 
sought from Drexel University.  The IRB approval process assures the researcher has 
planned adequate protection for the women through the clarification of ethical practices 
and procedures in the gathering, recording, analyzing, and presenting of their stories and 
the resulting data would be maintained on drives without Internet access and in locked 
cabinets in the Principal Investigators Office during and following the research.  
Care for participants is an ethical consideration.  Participation is voluntary, and all 
participants were provided with a verbal and written description of the purpose, goals, 
and objectives of the study including how the research would be used.  All participants 
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were requested to review and sign Drexel’s formal consent form indicating their 
agreement to participate and acknowledging their right to withdraw from the study at any 
time for any reason.  The identity of the participants will remain anonymous to ensure 
their protection and provide a safe environment for honest reflection.  Participants are 
identified only with pseudonyms.    
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Chapter 4:  Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
The purpose of this narrative study was to give voice to single, head of household, 
low-income women offering a deeper understanding of both the nuanced challenges these 
women face in pursuing a post-secondary education and the network of support needed 
for them to persist to degree completion.  This study explored the shared stories about 
assimilation and support as well as the unique circumstances these women have 
experienced while pursuing a post-secondary education. 
Participant Overview 
Nine women participated in a series of one-on-one interviews for the study.  
Three of the women were black and six were white.  Five of the nine women were caring 
for special needs children.  Table 2 provides a further overview of the participants, 
including information on their (a) pseudonym, (b) institution type, (c) career aspirations, 
(d) number of children, and (e) work status.  It is followed with a brief explanation of 
each woman’s circumstances.  
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Table 2 
Participant Overview 
Pseudonym Institution 
Type 
Career Aspiration Number of 
Children 
Work Status 
Renee 2-year Social services 4 employed 
Heidi 2-year Geologist 1 employed 
Kili 4-year Teacher 1 unemployed 
Cathy 4-year Social work 4 employed 
Laurie 2-year Business owner 2 employed 
Kelley 2-year Music Therapist 1 unemployed 
Lisa 2-year Residential Care 2 employed 
Julie 2-year Counseling 1 unemployed 
Jenny 2-year Nursing 1 unemployed 
 
 
Renee has four children:  one teen and three adults.  Three of the four have 
special needs.  She has attended three different post-secondary institutions over a six-year 
period but did not complete her Associate’s degree because she could not meet the math 
requirements.  She recently transferred to a 4-year institution.  Renee and her children 
have experienced, observed, or have been victims of violence throughout their lives.  
While she is questioning whether she should continue her education, her desire to help 
others who have suffered similar traumas and to care for their own special needs children 
motivates her to continue so she can establish a non-profit organization.  
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Heidi has one son who is three years old.  She described him as high 
functioning with Asperger’s Syndrome.  She works around the clock as a virtual assistant 
for a number of people outside the United States.  After paying taxes in the U.S. and 
abroad, she makes very little income.  Heidi earned an Art degree from what she refers to 
as “a defunct school that is no longer accredited.”  She enrolled in an Associate degree 
program on her son’s first birthday after experiencing severe postpartum depression and 
hopes to complete her Associate’s degree in 2015.  She has a love of science and aspires 
to be a geologist.  She is planning to transfer to a 4-year institution to complete a degree 
in Geology, but she is concerned she may not have the financial means to do so.  
Kili has one daughter who is seven-years old.  Kili realized the household she and 
her daughter’s father shared where late-night partying was the norm was not optimal for 
her or her daughter.  She ultimately decided to remove herself and her daughter from the 
living arrangements.  Kili experienced a very tumultuous childhood, moving regularly 
and experiencing homelessness.  She shared that supporting her family has been very 
challenging and that she has relied upon a network of support including food banks, 
financial aid, and occasional part-time jobs.  Despite the financial strain and stress, Kili 
stayed in school without taking breaks since her daughter’s birth and recently earned her 
baccalaureate degree.  Kili desires to become a teacher. 
Cathy has four children, 10-years old or younger, from her two prior marriages.  
She was nine months pregnant at the time of the interview.  Cathy grew up with a mom 
who was not physically or emotionally available for her family.  After her father’s death, 
she and her brother lived with her grandparents, who were their primarily caregivers.  
Cathy attended a 4-year institution following high school.  While in school, she married 
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and became pregnant with her first child.  Cathy shared that finding the financial 
means to support her family has been an ongoing challenge despite her regular 
employment.  She has been divorced twice and has found that her divorces propelled her 
and her children into near-poverty levels of existence.  Accomplishing her recently 
completed baccalaureate degree required 11 years of commitment, but now she is 
prepared to pursue a career in social work. 
Laurie has two children both under the age of 10.  She married after her high 
school graduation and quickly relocated because of her husband’s military service.  When 
she became pregnant at the age of 19, she worked and cared for her children while her 
husband pursued his education.  This marriage ended in divorce before she began her 
studies.  After the marriage ended in divorce, Laurie did not have her husband’s financial 
support to pursue her education.  Laurie has worked as many as four part-time jobs to 
support her family while going to school.  She wants a better job so she can spend more 
time with her children and provide for them more easily.  She hopes to manage the family 
business and is confident she is gaining the knowledge that will allow her to do so. 
Kelley has one son who was six years old at the time of the interview, and he is 
autistic.  She had been divorced for approximately a year when we spoke.  She did not 
feel that her husband supported her decision to go to school.  Although she was not 
working at the time of the study, she had held a number of positions in the past including 
seasonal or temporary employment.  She was taking advantage of the CalWORKs 
program, which enabled her return to school, but she feels it also inhibits her ability to 
succeed.  Kelley has been in community college for the last four years.  She seeks a 
stable career and was initially preparing to become an ultrasound technologist but had 
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recently changed her major to speech pathology and language therapy based upon her 
experiences with her son.  She is now taking coursework to prepare her for transfer to a 
4-year institution to complete a music therapy program so she can help her son and other 
children who are speech impaired. 
Lisa is a single mother raising a 16-year-old son and an 11-year-old daughter.  
Her son is special needs and requires a level of care and supervision atypical for someone 
his age.  She divorced after 13 years of what she described as a horrible marriage.  
Although she regularly sought employment since her divorce, she has been unable to 
secure regular work.  Lisa is utilizing the CalWORKs, CARE, and EOPS programs to 
fund and support her education.  She had advocated for herself because she found these 
programs did not understand or accommodate the unique circumstances of single mothers 
like herself.  After a long, arduous, and time-consuming appeal process, she shared that 
she successfully affected a change in the CalWORKs program for unsupervised study 
time.  But she feared that taking the time required to do so had been very detrimental to 
her children.  Her plan is to complete degrees in health sciences so she can establish her 
own residential care facility. 
Julie has a five-year-old son.  She is a disabled veteran, and she has used her 
educational benefits to pursue her degree.  She described that both the Veterans Center on 
campus along with the Daycare Center were instrumental in supporting her attendance in 
school.  Julie left home at an early age with a boyfriend and eventually settled in 
California.  She departed for a variety of reasons, but a primary influence was a desire to 
lead a fulfilling, healthy, and accomplished life, different from what she observed was the 
norm within her family.  Although she has no family in California, she is happy with her 
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decision to reside and raise her son in California.  She is interested in becoming a 
counselor and hopes to teach others how to make healthier life choices through diet and 
exercise. 
Jenny has a 13-year-old daughter with Down Syndrome and Cerebral Palsy.  She 
is her daughter’s primary caregiver.  Her daughter requires care 24 hours a day, seven 
days a week.  Without her commitment, her daughter would require institutional care.  
Jenny is motived to return to school to provide a more comfortable life for herself and her 
daughter.  She is mindful that she will always need to support her daughter who will 
never be self-sufficient.  Jenny has attended two community colleges for the last four 
years with a goal of completing her Associates’ degree and then pursuing a nursing 
degree.  She is worried her daughter’s needs might make that option less viable.  
Findings 
The findings offered in this chapter emerged from the analysis and subsequent 
coding of data obtained from verbatim transcriptions of one-on-one interviews and the 
researcher’s observations of the participants during each interview, as described in 
Chapter 3.  Synthesis of the unique sources allowed for triangulation of the data.  
Descriptive and In-vivo coding was used to initially analyze the data and identify 
common codes, categories, and themes.  The first round of coding involved reading all 
participants’ co-constructed stories and coding them separately.  The secondary coding 
required the researcher to read across all stories and identify reoccurring themes, words, 
and expressions that supported the amalgamation of themes and subthemes.  In concert 
with triangulation, five significant themes emerged as research findings:  (a) education as 
a means of caregiving, (b) composite cost of education, (c) influence of household 
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circumstances, (d) mental and physical health issues, and (e) structural barriers and 
limits of support.  Each finding is organized with multiple sub-findings.  The five 
findings are detailed in this chapter.  A summary of the findings and sub-findings are 
represented in Figure 3.   
 
 
Figure 3. Themes and subthemes. 
 
Education as a means of caregivingCare of childrenCare for selfHelping professions
Composite cost of educationChildcareTransportation
Influence of  household circumstancesRole of motherDrugs/alcoholTransiency
Mental and physical health issuesAnxiety and stressSpecial needs childrenChildren's illnessLack of healthcare
Barriers and limits of supportStudy timeCourse availabilityAdvisementTimely aidProgram requirements Single, head of household, low-
income women 
students 
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Education as a Means of Caregiving 
All participants expressed their motivation to return to school as a means to 
provide care for their children, extended family, and self and as preparation for a 
caregiving field.  Intrinsic to each woman’s story was an explicitly expressed desire to 
change her own life trajectory and positively influence her children’s as well.  Caring for 
children while attending school often required reliance upon family for childcare support, 
and this relationship often augmented the income of extended family whose members 
were also living at a low socioeconomic status.  The majority of participants were raising 
special needs children and were passionate about an education that would prepare them 
for careers in the helping professions like counseling, therapy, nursing, teaching, and 
health sciences. 
Care of children.  All participants expressed their decision to pursue their 
education as one means of caring for their children’s wellbeing.  They expressed their 
decision to return to school as a means for serving as role models for educational 
achievement and as implicitly setting an expectation for their children that college was 
achievable and a worthwhile choice. 
Kili shared that her own educational pursuits seemed to influence her seven-year-
old daughter’s aspirations to attend college. 
She [Kili’s daughter] talks about what college she wants to go to, and she talks 
about going to prom.  I mean, she's already making plans, you know, she's already 
there.  So that tells me that she's very mindful of the future and, me being that role 
model is helping her to be more conscious of what kind of person she's going to 
be when she grows up and what she wants to do.  
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A wave of emotion passed over Cathy as she recalled the powerful significance 
attending her commencement ceremony and sharing her degree earning accomplishment 
had for her daughters. 
But, at my graduation, was like oh, my God.  I get emotional, even when I think 
about it now, but to see how they looked at me when I went across that stage, it 
was like, oh, my God.  This is what my mom did this for.  
Many of the participants expressed that an unintended benefit of their education 
was that they secured a means for gaining the knowledge to become a better parent, often 
not learned in their own childhood.  Jenny wanted to model for her daughter that a 
mother is a good caregiver, educated, and loving.  By returning to school, she wanted 
Mary to know that she was motivated to make the most of her life.  This is in sharp 
contrast to what her own mother modeled for her and is a primary motivation for her 
decision to stay in school despite enormous challenges.  
The only way I can really answer that is to tell you how I felt about my mother 
not doing anything: sleeping still when I got home from school.  It was very 
frustrating and very just kind of: What are you doing?  And we cleaned the house.  
We cooked the food.  We did everything as her children.  We often feel like she 
didn't have children; she had slaves, slaves and paychecks. To me, by her seeing 
that I'm trying to go somewhere every day, I'm trying to accomplish something, 
and I'm happy to see her at the end of the day, to me that feels like it's a much 
better place for her to be than if her mom was still in bed when she got home from 
school.  That's ridiculous. (Jenny) 
 
Julie described how school provided her with new knowledge and skills that afforded her 
the means for being a better role model as a parent.  She believed her son would benefit 
from this different approach. 
You know, it helps me too because, I think our children, that's all they want to do 
is what they see, they kind of mimic or want to do it too.  So I'm doing my best to 
set a better example. Because you wonder at times, what's genetic, what's 
environmental.  It seems like a lot more is coming out as environmental than I 
used to believe, because if my mom had the right tools, maybe she could have 
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shown us better or had been there.  I hope when my son looks at me, I teach 
him to use better tools 
 
Cathy shared that what she learned in her courses had transformed her approach 
to parenting.  She reflected on how the knowledge she gained made her reflect on her 
own parenting style and the style her mother had used. 
I think me being in school has influenced my children positively because I'm a 
better parent; and I think I'm a better parent because of becoming educated I don't 
know it all, but just pursuing higher education has allowed me to see things from 
a different perspective than what I was raised, totally different.  It's like through a 
different lens, you see the world, and you see life in a different aspect.  I feel that 
I'm better equipped to teach my kids why they should go to school because I've 
lived through that.  I feel like I'm a better parent, even as far as from the small 
things that I do and how I interact with my kids on a day-to-day basis.  
Particularly, being in social work and studying life span development and 
psychology and sociology and how to interact and how to promote proper 
development.  Why it's not conducive to your child to be yelling all the time.  I 
grew up in a household where yelling was normal.  
 
Participants shared that as they learned how to develop better study habits and 
succeeded in school, they were able to teach their children how to develop similar 
behaviors.  Participants took great pleasure in explaining the team approach their families 
had developed for homework completion.  As a family, they faced homework together, 
developing study strategies.  Laurie believed that through developing her own study 
habits, her children are also learning what it takes to succeed in school. 
So it's a team thing, and there were times that I made them help me study.  You 
know, I made them hold, get flashcards and help me study flashcards.  My son 
learned how to study better because now that he's in fourth grade, they're not 
giving him those homework packets anymore, and now he has to know what he 
needs to do to study.  I'm almost teaching him study habits by helping him help 
me study for classes.  
The horticulture class, you had lots of terms you had to memorize, so we 
made things, and they had to hold them up, and they learned with me.  The 
horticulture class was the best one because I would learn it, and then I would 
bring it home, and I would teach it to them by planting our garden in the 
backyard, so we grow a vegetable garden in the backyard all the time.  It saves on 
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groceries and it teaches the kids all about that.  We redid the whole backyard 
when we moved into the house, so they got to go, and they got to check out if a 
plant had a J root.  It was a class I aced 100% because I went home, and I taught it 
to my kids.  
 
Lisa was motivated to stay in school because she believed improving her 
education could lead to a better job for herself and greater stability for her family.  She 
expressed her motivation in the following ways: 
Stabilization.  I think that going to school, one, it's great for my kids knowing that 
they see mom doing something better for herself.  They help me with my math … 
do it online, so it becomes a family support system all the way around for my son 
with his school, my daughter with her school, and me with my school.  So the 
foundation of teacher and support, the foundation is just another stepping stone 
that is on paper.  You know, you can say all sorts of stuff, but sometimes the 
documentation is what we need to prove it.  
 
Lisa shared that her children are generally quite supportive of her decision to be in 
school and shared with pride that they joined in college-level homework. 
My daughter, she wants to sit down and help me with anything and everything I 
ask her for help on, and then she says, "I helped my mom do her math homework 
last night.  It was college math.”  
 
Through the struggles of completing their education within the context of their complex 
lives, they felt their actions modeled and taught their children the value of resilience. 
Care of self.  All participants believed that earning their degree would improve 
their earning power and provide stability for their family as well as an opportunity to 
improve their socioeconomic status.  Because their lives were often tumultuous when 
funds were lacking or emergency expenses occurred, their desire for stability was 
palpable.  Many had held dead-end jobs, experienced discrimination, and endured 
unethical business practices because they lacked the credentials to seek other 
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opportunities.  Others shared that returning to school was a way to prove to themselves 
and others that they had the potential to achieve what they desired in their lives. 
Julie and Jenny described growing up in homes where they were taught they had 
limited potential or value.  Jenny was taught that gender limited her ability to succeed in 
certain fields.  Both women learned in higher education that the opposite was true.  They 
relished the fact that they felt empowered to dispel those limiting beliefs learned as 
children. 
There were a couple of main reasons why I decided to pursue school.  I had 
capped out.  It's not going to get any better than that.  I grew up in a home where 
we were told frequently that we were not going to amount to anything, so there's 
kind of a big “screw you,” you know.  Sorry, but that's the truth. (Jenny) 
 
To set a good example for my son, to let him know that you can accomplish what 
you set out to, and not be, like, restrained by social expectations.  I remember 
hearing all the time, “Oh, you don't want that job.  That job is for a man.”  I don't 
want him [her son] to ever feel like he can't do something just because he's a guy.  
So he can't do what, society says is a girl's job or a woman's job?  I don't want him 
to ever feel that way because I think, growing up, that confused me a lot.  I felt 
like I wasn't worthy or, I had a mindset for a long time that I couldn't do it 
because I'm a girl. (Julie) 
 
A number of the women told stories of discrimination that occurred as a result of 
becoming pregnant.  They also shared that as a lower-skilled worker they had 
experienced unethical business practices that left them without employment or culpable 
for an employer’s volition. 
Before my son, I was a talent rep, so I had one of those great jobs where I got to 
fly around the world, and I had this big, gorgeous house and great car.  And, when 
I was pregnant, they laid me off because I could no longer perform the duties of 
my job.  (Heidi) 
 
They found out that I was pregnant.  I didn't tell them because I couldn't get hired 
anywhere.  They did everything they could to get me to quit.  They gave me 
abusive residents, extremely obese residents.  I had a very difficult time.  They 
told me to see if I can go on early maternity leave.  The doctor told me no, no 
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reason to.  “I only had 24 more working days before I can go on Family Leave, 
so they told me, well, see if you can go on light duty.  So my doctor wrote me a 
note for light duty.  The company told me, “We don't see a reason as a pregnancy 
for light duty.  We have to terminate you.”  
Come to find out the license that I have or the certification I have for 
activities director is for a retirement home, not a skilled nursing facility, which I 
was unaware of.  But the company was, but they hired me anyway because they 
needed somebody to clean up the department, and they let me go two weeks 
before the state came in, but after my probation. (Lisa)   
 
Working in a medical facility where fraud and unresponsive care practices 
resulted in serious injury or patient death created a moral dilemma for Renee.  When her 
attempts to report the situation failed to enact change, she left rather than compromise her 
personal integrity. 
So I stayed there long enough to document everything I saw for six months, and 
then I quit.  I said, “I quit.”  I didn't care about whether I had enough money to 
live or not.  I said I have to live with myself, and I'm not going to sit here and 
watch all this happen and not report it and I said eventually it's going to come out 
because, I'm telling you, I documented everything. (Renee)   
 
Others shared that they realized that without education they would not be able to advance 
to a better paying or more fulfilling profession.  Jenny had also progressed in her medical 
career as far as she could without further education.  This realization in her late 20s 
precipitated her decision to return to school.  
I mean, I went as far as I could go -- I had my GED.  I had my CNA certificate. I 
had my EKG, my teletech, all of these certifications, and that's as far as I could go 
without going to school.  And I was only 27, 28 at the time.  Capping out at 27, 
28, that's a depressing thought.  This is as good as it's ever going to get if I don't 
do something.  Eventually when my position at work was terminated, and I didn't 
immediately find another thing, I thought, okay, what am I doing?  Why am I 
trying so hard to find another job that I've already capped out at?  
 
Julie believed her education was something that would enable her to have a better 
life.  She believed what she had already learned provided her with the social and cultural 
capital she did not acquire within her own family. 
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I think education is happening for me in such a way that even if -- I would find 
a way if I started to struggle extremely financially.  I would find a way to pull it 
out, or I just wouldn't let it happen because, what you do today, it may not show 
up until years down the road, but just to know that if you're doing right now, 
eventually things go where you want them to go.  You just have to do the right 
thing for the right reasons, I guess.  And, I learned that all in going to school.  
Maybe I had the right mindset going into it, or I was just supposed to be this way 
or meant to turn out like this or something.  
 
These experiences motivated the women to persist through some extremely 
challenging circumstances.  Without exception, each expressed that as challenging as 
their circumstances were, they felt other people had worse circumstances.  This belief 
seemed to motivate the participants to persist through constant setbacks and 
disappointments.  
I felt like I don't have problems after all, you know.  People out here have more 
problems than I have.  I mean there are some people that don't have a place to 
even lay their head.  They're out in the street, so if I have a place to stay, I am 
really blessed and, you know, because sometimes when you think you have 
problems, there's always someone that has something worse.  (Renee) 
 
Kili, who was nearing the end of her long struggle to complete her education, reflected on 
her own progress and determination to succeed in the context of other people’s personal 
journeys. 
I think that I realize that I shouldn't be where I am.  I could easily be a statistic.  I 
could easily still be living in the projects on welfare with three more kids, and I 
don't know why I'm here or how it is that I really made it.  It’s not so much what 
you're given or what challenges you have.  It's how you respond to those 
challenges because I think, no matter who anyone is, one thing that I've learned is 
that everyone has something going on.  No matter what you think is on the 
surface, there's more to that.  There's more to that story, and so people can look at 
me and easily think that, well, what kind of struggle could she possibly have had.   
 
An ethic of care.  In almost every case, participants’ ethic of care was evident in 
the professions they were pursuing.  Cathy expressed her desire in terms of careers that 
allowed her to provide care for her own family and others. 
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I've always wanted to be in a helping profession.  To work around kids who are 
in need, families who are in need.  People are out there really suffering, and they 
don't know.  They have no idea where to start because they're so used to the same 
old, same old thing.  Just to be part of that, just to have that experience and that 
influence is great to me, like this is where I belong. 
Kelley’s son had stopped verbalizing words around the age of two.  She learned 
how to help him regain his ability to verbalize words by playing music and singing with 
him daily.  This process precipitated a decision to pursue a degree in music therapy rather 
than ultrasound technology. 
Anyway, around two, as his vocabulary and engaging in conversation pretty much 
went away, we got him tested for autism.  I need to be able to communicate with 
him, so I taught him a little bit of sign language.  We picked up on that.  Then I 
played music all the time, singing all the time, and then I would change the words 
around so it could relate to him personally and make jingles.  He started picking 
that up, and more and more he started picking up vocabulary.  Then, after a while, 
he started doing sentence structure with two words, “Milk, please,” or, you know, 
“That,” or someone … he started pointing again, because that went away.  I had to 
retrain a 4-year-old all over again as if he was 1.5, 2.  But, you know, he picked 
up.  Over the years, he's picked up.  He's advanced so much now, and I was laying 
on the couch.  I thought, do I really want to do ultrasound?  Then something just 
came over me. You could just do speech therapy.  You do it every day.  
 
Kili shared that she was motivated to go to school because of her love of learning.  
She chose to channel that love into a profession where she could teach children.  
I really, really enjoy learning.  I just love bringing new knowledge into myself, 
and I love to share what I've learned.  I love interacting with the students, 
watching them.  As I'm teaching a math lesson, they have this puzzled look on 
their face, and they're not getting it, and I'm asking them what is confusing to you; 
what part don't you get?  And we work through it and watch that ah-ha moment is 
just makes me feel so good and warm inside, so it's really self-serving.  It's really 
a selfish thing that I do.  
 
Theme summary.  A primary reason the participants returned to school was to 
fulfill a strong desire to become better at caring for themselves and their families.  
Through education, they acquired a means to pursue a career that allows them to channel 
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their energies and desire to care for others into a profession that would provide greater 
financial means for their own families. 
An unanticipated benefit of returning to school was developing knowledge that 
they channeled into their care of their children.  They modeled for their children that 
college is attainable when one learns appropriate study practices.  They also gained 
newfound knowledge that supported the transfer of social and cultural capital they 
believe will allow their children to more effectively assimilate into a higher education 
institution. 
Composite Cost of Education 
These single head of household low-income women who made a decision to 
pursue an education qualified for many aid programs that offset the cost of their 
education; however, they expressed an ongoing concern about whether they had the 
financial means to complete their educational goals and care for their families.  Because 
many could rely on a network of support, often family and friends, they had been able to 
access low-cost, reliable childcare or transportation that public funds would not have 
sufficiently funded.  Other costs associated with a return to school, including parking 
passes, food while at school, books, or materials fees, were difficult or impossible to 
cover because of a lack of aid or delayed reimbursement creating a strain on already 
compromised financial resources.  
Childcare.  Participants discussed the need for quality, flexible care that all but 
one described as unavailable on campus.  Most relied on the generosity of family or 
friends to care for children for extended hours, overnight, or during the weekend.  The 
number of hours required for care for women who worked and went to school made 
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anything other than a family or friend situation unrealistic and too costly.  The majority 
of women were caring for special needs children and had significantly more complex 
requirements for care.  Many participants described how caring for sick children created 
particular challenges to their support system and their ability to succeed in school. 
The stresses associated with ensuring adequate care for their children while 
advancing their education were significant.  Most of the women had little or no physical 
or financial support from the fathers of their children.  So, they needed to identify and 
trust others who could help them with this paramount responsibility.  Renee described 
how an affluent family virtually adopted her daughter after school at a time with she 
could not have continued her education otherwise.  
For one year, they had a nanny come and get my daughter from school, and then 
they would feed her on Mondays and Tuesdays because those were my late days.  
And I said, well, I can do housework for you or whatever you need.  She said, no.  
She said your kids just adore you and I love how they look up to you.  She said 
we're family, and families help each other.  She said you just do work and school.  
Don't worry about her.  We got her. When I get off work, and by the time I get 
there would be 7:30, they have already fed her.  They would buy groceries for my 
daughter, whatever she wanted to eat.  
 
Heidi expressed that she would like to use on-campus daycare for her preschool 
aged son.  Although her institution has onsite daycare, she finds it cost prohibitive, 
inflexible, and unable to work for her son because of his special needs. 
It's the school daycare.  I tried to get my son enrolled, and they said, okay, but he 
has to be here between 8:30 and 11:30 Monday through Thursday.  Well I don't 
have class until 11:00, so for that half hour, for him to be there for a half hour, 
we'd have to come at 8:00 or 8:30.  They wouldn't take him for just a half hour.  
But that totally defeats everything.  They're open until 10:00.  But they want to 
bill me $5 an hour.  So much cheaper just to go up to my best friend and say, hey, 
can you take him?  I'll pay you $50 a week.  That's 10 hours over there.  That's 
two days. Students get priority.  If you're on a BOG, you get a discount.  $5 an 
hour is the discount.  That's not going to work for us.  If they're there during the 
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preschool hours, they have to be there every day during the preschool hours.  
Then they go, well, we're not quite set up for special needs.  I'm like, “ugh.”  
Laurie, whose ex-husband does provide some support, described how she is still 
extremely reliant on other family members to provide emergency, flexible options for her 
while she is studying or in class. 
The other day I was in class and his football coach called me, and no one was 
there to pick him [her son] up, and I was able to call grandma, who was over at 
the soccer fields for my nephews, and say, “No one picked up Brian.  I need you 
to go get him.” His dad was on the way, but there was a huge accident on the 
main highway right by his house, and he couldn't get out onto the main road, so 
he had to drive all around hell and back to get over to the football field.  I just 
know my phone is getting blown up in the middle of math class.  So that's the 
really hard things, but since I know I can call somebody and somebody is going to 
be there to step in when I need it.  I mean, my brother, he'll come and baby-sit.  
My sister, if grandpa is out of town, can pick up the kids.  She runs a daycare, so 
they're enrolled there even though they don't go there regularly, so she can do that 
kind of stuff.  So it really balances stuff out.  
 
Caregiving needs for single moms often meant reliable support during the week 
and weekend were necessary to provide coverage for homework completion, field-based 
course assignments, and coverage during work and school hours.  Having more than one 
child increased the complexity of the situation for the participants.  Cathy, who has three 
children and worked full-time while completing a baccalaureate program, expressed how 
it was her mom’s support that made completion possible.  She explained that because she 
worked, she did not qualify for the type of aid that would have been appropriate to cover 
her true childcare costs.  
Honestly, if I didn't have my family's support, I wouldn’t have made it because 
childcare was the biggest issue and the fact that I had to go to work.  Now, if I 
didn't have to work, maybe childcare, I could have manipulated my schedule a bit 
more.  But my family was too big, especially after my divorce.  I went from one 
child to three.  And, by the time when I divorced my husband at the time, the 
twins were only nine months.  One child is manageable financially.  You could 
kind of get by.  But when you go from one to three, three babies under the age of 
five, yeah.  
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Special needs care.  The majority of participants were caring for special needs 
children whose care needs were more extensive.  Jenny eventually realized that her desire 
to model a work ethic for her daughter by holding employment outside the home was 
costing her too much emotionally and financially.  She later decided that since she had no 
support from her daughter’s father for their 13-year-old daughter, who suffers from both 
Cerebral Palsy and Down Syndrome, she would become her daughter’s full-time care 
provider while returning school. 
Mary [Jenny’s daughter] cannot be cared for by anyone other than me.  And I 
know a lot of moms say that, but this is honestly the truth.  She has a lot of 
personal safety issues.  For instance, last night she decided that she was going to 
unlock the back door and go crawling out the back door to go play with the 
neighbor's pit bull.  
She can't walk, so she crawls.  So, I mean, she's on what they call 
protective supervision.  Through the in-home support services, they will pay for 
someone to keep her at home and keep her safe.  There's some areas in her 
development where she seems to me like she's right where she should be.  But, 
there are other areas where she is probably the mindset of a toddler. (Jenny)  
 
Lisa described needing to be present for many of her 16-year-old, special needs 
son’s activities to ensure that he can take advantage of experiences that other children his 
age enjoyed.  She described how his upcoming wrestling schedule would require she miss 
classes and noted she would rely on the flexibility of her faculty to allow her to persist in 
school and meet her son’s needs. 
Tuesdays are my killer days.  My son goes to wrestling practice.  He stays after 
school, typically.  He was making up his photography, then wrestling practice 
starts at 4:00 and goes until 6:00.  And now the season is going to start, so we're 
going to have matches too, and the first thing he said is, "Mom, you've got classes 
on some of the days we have matches.  How is that going to work?"  I said, “I'll 
talk with my professors.  Don't worry.  I'll be there.”  So there are a couple of 
them before the semester is over.  I think one is on a Thursday that will go into 
my evening class where I'll have to leave school early.  My professors are very 
willing to work with me.  And I always turn in all of my papers, so it's not like I'm 
dragging or I don't do it.  
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Transportation.  All the women mentioned transportation cost as a significant 
concern that was an obstacle to their persistence within their programs.  For some 
participants who were in programs that provided reimbursement for transportation 
expenses, they shared that reimbursement was slow, required an unrealistic public 
transportation option, or was insufficient to cover their expenses.  One of the biggest 
problems Kelley faced was the cost of gas, which could have been reimbursed through 
CalWORKs, but navigating through the process and system was sometimes unreasonably 
challenging. 
To be honest, the only problem I have is getting reimbursed for driving for gas 
from CalWORKs.  I can't wait until I get off of those things.  But now, anyway, it 
helps right now.  They wanted to pay me the bus fare fee.  I go to school every 
day.  So before it was $60 because it was a bus route, and I said, no, you don't 
understand.  By the time I wrote down my schedule and I brought them in a 
schedule of the bus and my class schedule, I'm going to miss my first class.  
Because you want me to get on the bus, and I have to wait a whole hour for it 
when it would take me 30 minutes to get over there, and then not including the 
transferring.  So they were generous enough to assist me, and they see that I'm 
going to class every day, and they see I'm doing my work, and I'm bringing proof.  
I'm not just trying to get help.  I'm trying to finish this program and move on with 
my life.  
 
Heidi lived in a rural area. Her parents provided her significant help with her care 
needs particularly while she was working.  She incurred additional transportation 
expenses as a result and worried that the car upon which she relied to get to and from 
school might not last much longer.  Heidi described the basic challenge of covering her 
transportation expenses to and from school along with books as an almost insurmountable 
barrier.  
Honestly.  If it wasn't for my aunt, I wouldn't be able to go any further at all.  
She's willing to pay my tuition, but I'm still going to have to figure out how I have 
to pay for books and how to get to Sacramento every day because my car is not 
going to last much longer.  And I'm not sure how I'm going to do it.  I'm applying 
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for scholarships and grants, but -- It's all about - I hope they pick me.  There's 
not much else I can do besides - I hope they pick me. It's going to take me an hour 
in each direction.  
 
Kili’s story provided insight into the significant challenges she encountered and how 
strong the will to succeed had been to push through the barriers she faced daily with just 
one of many obstacles, the expense of transportation to get to school. 
I always remember, my car would break down.  My car would get stolen.  I would 
get a flat.  All these things that if I wasn't really motivated, it would stop me from 
going to school.  And it had in the past, but I didn't let it stop me.  I was riding my 
bike to school some days.  I would walk to school.  I would catch the bus.  I was 
on a moped at one point.  I was driving in a car that had no tags illegally just to 
get to school.  And if I got pulled over, I'm like, hey, I'm just trying to make it.  
Can you not give me a ticket?  But those things, if I wasn't, wasn't super, super 
motivated would have stopped me from getting to school.  
 
Because Kili could not afford the cost of a campus, parking pass, she was forced 
to use public transportation, increasing the time it took her to get to and from school.  
This along with a lack of financial resources for textbooks significantly increased the 
overall time needed to complete her education. 
That caused me so much grief not being able to park on campus and having to walk 
or catch the light rail.  Something what takes ten minutes took me an hour and a half. 
Because I couldn't drive to school because I couldn't afford $157 parking pass 
because it was just out of my range.  Just those little things that people don't think 
about how if you didn't have it, how much it would make your life harder--would just 
make a world of difference. Not having the materials that I need, not being able to get 
the book, so I have to go the library and check out the book for two hours at a time 
instead of being able to bring it home and study when I need to. (Kili) 
 
Theme summary.  Participants clearly enunciated the significant, less-recognized 
costs they had to incur to sustain their education as a single, head of household, low-
income mother.  These costs included access to reliable transportation, affordable and 
flexible childcare often for children with special needs, a network of support to deal with 
emergency situations and 24-hour childcare.  Those without access to public 
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transportation described the challenge of reliable and affordable transport options and 
the expense of on-campus parking and gas.  Those with access to public transportation 
mentioned the added time required to get to and from classes.  The amalgamated costs of 
pursuing their education required access to various forms of sustainable aid both publicly 
funded and privately negotiated through a network of relationships. 
Influence of Household Circumstances 
With little exception, the participants shared poignant stories of their childhoods, 
which included emotional and sexual abuse sometimes at the hands of parents, 
boyfriends, or other household members.  Five described their mothers as emotionally 
absent, unavailable, or unwilling to care for them.  Seven participants described growing 
up around the various influences including marital infidelity, single-parent households, 
drugs, alcohol, gangs, and crime.  Four grew up in various households or were transient 
or homeless during periods of their adolescence.  One left home at an early age to remove 
herself from unfavorable circumstances. 
Many of the participants began their stories by telling of their desire to ensure 
their children experienced a different life than their own.  Jenny described her childhood 
in a few succinct and compelling sentences.  She shared that she wanted to ensure her 
daughter did not experience anything similar. 
I was the youngest of three, also a single-parent home.  It was a lonely time as 
well.  We were all, at one point or another, put in foster care for one reason or 
another.  It was not happy.  
 
Cathy described her childhood circumstances in very graphic terms. 
I was raised in the ghetto, popularly known as South Central Los Angeles or 
South Los Angeles is what they call it now.  Very poor neighborhood, very urban, 
very drug infested, back in the 1980s.  I was born in 1984, so I grew up in Los 
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Angeles during the time where drugs, cocaine, a lot of gangbanging that just 
infested in that particular area.  
 
Renee described a heart-wrenching early childhood filled with violence and sexual 
assault.  
I was in the Nation of Islam, you know, with the one that Muhammad Ali used to 
be in and Louis Farrakhan.  I didn't know that was not a good organization to be 
in, and I was 14, 15.  Anyway, I ended up getting raped by a lot of people, and 
they left me for dead.  And apparently I wasn't the only one, and so I guess a year 
or two after that I had a nervous breakdown, and then I stopped talking to my 
family.  And it was like I had no feelings at all.  I would eat hot stuff and wouldn't 
even feel it.   
 
Julie expressed her desire to abandon what she saw as her family’s decision to 
perpetuate choices that led to a low socioeconomic status.  She is determined to provide a 
better example and better financial means for herself and her son. 
So just watching my parents struggle and not wanting that for my son.  So once I 
did have a kid, once I realized I needed to do for me first, you know, and then 
everything seems to fall into place a little better.  Hearing my family call and be 
broke again.  That's not really new news.  Call me when you have something new 
to tell me.  I know it's sad.  Sometimes I miss them.  I know that they struggle, but 
I can't.  I learned so far in school, you're supposed to surround yourself with 
people that you want to be like.  
 
Jenny’s decision to work rather than choose government support was a response to 
distance herself from the example her mother provided.  She wanted to ensure her life 
choices in no way resembled her mother’s.  She wanted her daughter to see that working 
and contributing to society were the choices that responsible people made.  In the end, 
she was in no position to refuse the aid her family so desperately needed. 
For the longest time I thought it was more important for me to work because 
growing up in the family that I grew up in where the mother didn't work and it 
was just strictly welfare and I thought, I can't be like that.  I have to contribute to 
society.  I want to show my daughter that it's important to work for what you 
have, so I worked full-time the whole time.  I even attempted to go back to school 
in the beginning, but then I realized that her therapies, her physical and her speech 
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and her occupational, those therapies started paying the price.  That can't 
happen.  School stopped for a while until I could figure out what the hell was 
going on, you know. 
 
Renee acknowledged that the situation seemed hopeless, but the alternative to not 
pursuing her education was no better. 
Sometimes if I sit down long enough, I'll get depressed, and I'll think about how 
am I going to do it.  Do I finish school?  Do I not finish school?  Can't pay for the 
dentist.  Don't have medical.  You know, I would go back and forth.  Then I 
thought to myself.  I said even if I stop going to school, the problems are still 
going to be there, so what do I do?  Do I keep going to school, because the 
problems are not going to stop anyway, so do I do something while the problems 
are going on?  So I was determined that no matter what happened, I'm still going 
to keep going to school because I stopped all those times, and I was like, wait a 
minute.  Nobody else is stopping.  I'm thinking, my kids didn't stop, you know.  
My friends didn't stop.  I was like, so why should I stop?  My friend said she was 
proud.  
 
Role of mother.  Many of the participants described their own mothers as 
emotionally absent, using drugs or alcohol, and preoccupied with things other than caring 
for their daughter’s wellbeing.  For some, this experience played a pivotal role in defining 
what they chose to not emulate as parents.  In many cases, like Kili’s and Cathy’s, 
grandparents became primary caregivers and role models in lieu of their biological 
mother.  Kili recollected the circumstances that led to her grandparents seizing custody of 
her brother and herself to ensure they received adequate care, something she did not 
appreciate at the time. 
Looking back, I think that I really appreciate what she [her grandma] did because 
we were not in a good situation where we were living. It was bad.  You know, we 
were living in an apartment complex where we were the only Caucasian family.  
Everybody else was Hispanic or black, which is not a problem, but we became big 
targets in that neighborhood, and my brother was getting beat up.  My sister 
getting picked on because she's hanging out with the Mexicans this week and she 
was friends with the blacks that week.  And roaches infested, mice infested, just 
really bad situation.  Mom wasn't really taking care of us.  I mean we didn't even 
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brush our hair or bathe or put shoes on.  We were just like jungle babies 
running around.  
 
Cathy shared that her father was significantly older than her mom.  He along with her 
grandparents, more so than her mom, provided love and stability despite some 
challenging circumstances. 
My mom was more of the street girl, party girl, and my dad was southern, you 
know, musician, very handsome man who worked hard, much older than her.  
Then he died when I was 11.  Then pretty much after that, my grandmother raised 
me because my mother was just doing her own thing: partying, drinking, and to 
this day she says she protected me by allowing me to live with my grandparents 
because she just, at that time in her life, she just didn't have time for kids.  Living 
with my grandparents was a great experience.  I think it was a very positive 
influence as far as my support system and me being motivated to do something 
positive with my life because I was very aware of what was going on with my 
life, with my family at a very young age.  My grandparents were very religious 
Christians, very strict.  
 
Renee described the circumstances that led to her becoming the primary caregiver for her 
family at an early age following some sort of traumatic incident that left her mother 
confined to the house and incapable of caring for the family.  
So when I was in the sixth grade, they had to write a note for me to go to the 
bank, go the drugstore, and go to the meat market, and I would do all this myself 
because they were already up there in age.  I had one sister that was, at that time 
they call it mental retardation.  She was in her 20s, and they tested her, and they 
said that her level of learning would only reach the sixth grade, and so I actually 
had to run around with her for a whole year in order for her to get benefits to be 
disabled.  My father, he had I don't know how many girlfriends, but my mother 
was so sick that she shouldn't walk anymore.  We didn't know if it was, like I said, 
if it was from the riot that she was afraid.  It was almost like she was just confined 
to the chair in the living room.  She never went outside anymore after that.   
 
Drugs and alcohol.  When asked to describe where they grew up, most shared a 
long history of living on the margins in and out of various households as a result of 
financial instability and drug or alcohol abuse.  They shared childhoods where they 
witnessed marital infidelity, emotional, and verbal abuse.  In many cases, participants 
 
 82 
shared they were also raised in single, head of household circumstances themselves.  
Renee shared the senseless vandalism and destructive behaviors that were commonplace 
where she grew up. 
I remember walking home from school when that was happening.  People are 
setting things on fire and, you know, it didn't even make any sense.  I was like:  
you're burning down your own neighborhood.  Why are you burning down, 
someone's neighborhood who don't even have anything to do with what 
happened?  You know, it's like, okay, one person does something, so now you 
want to take it out on everybody.  But to me, at that time, even though I was eight, 
it seemed so ignorant, you know, and I couldn't understand it.  And when I grew 
up in Harbuckle, all I saw was people on drugs, you know.  I guess at the time it 
probably was methadone that they were on, and I would see them.  I was like, 
woo, you know, I don't want that type of life.  
 
Cathy described how her mother moved the family to Sacramento to distance 
them from her husband’s culture of drug use, which continued after the move.  Cathy 
shared that she raised herself growing up in a household where her mother and her new 
husband did not provide a safe or healthy environment for her and her brother.  Cathy’s 
circumstances required that she become self-sufficient.  Her mom was primarily focused 
on her relationship with her husband and was less interested in providing care for Cathy 
and her younger brother.  
My mom moved to Sacramento to get her life together, as she would say, but 
from my perspective looking back and seeing how things kind of played out, my 
mother really moved to Sacramento because her husband at the time was a drug 
addict, and I believe she thought if she could relocate the family into a different 
environment than he was used to, it would be conducive to their relationship and 
maybe better for all of us.  Maybe she was trying to start over and become a 
mother or whatever.  But what ended up happening is the drugs, the drinking, the 
physical/verbal abuse continued or started.  So pretty much throughout junior 
high, from that time on until I graduated high school, I pretty much raised myself.  
Although I lived with my mother and her husband, I pretty much raised myself.  
 
Transiency.  Some of the women described regular moves because of parental 
divorce, their mother’s changing relationships, or economic insolvency issues.  The 
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moves created instability in their lives.  When asked where she grew up, Kili shared a 
dizzying tale of constant upheaval and relocation that resulted from her mom’s lifestyle at 
the time.  
That's a hard story because I pretty much grew up everywhere.  I was born in 
Paradise, California.  After that, my mom decided to move us to Texas.  We 
stayed there for a little while.  Then we moved back to California where I lived in 
Fairfield.  Gosh, kindergarten, I spent part of kindergarten in Fairfield.  Then we 
moved to Grass Valley, and I spent part of kindergarten there and then finished 
kindergarten in Chester, California, which is about three hours north of Chico.  
And from Chester, we moved to, back to Fairfield.  And then, in third grade, I 
moved to Texas, and I lived in Martindale for a little while, just a little town.  And 
moved to Lockhart and was there for the rest of third and fourth grade.  Fifth 
grade, back to California, living in Fairfield with grandma and grandpa who also 
kind of had a part in upbringing for my siblings and I.  From Fairfield, sixth 
grade, summer, moved to Sacramento where we were living in our van, living in a 
homeless shelter in Oak Park in Sacramento.  And then, at that point, right before 
the school year started in seventh grade, we got an apartment, got our first 
apartment, so it was the four of us, four kids plus mom in a two-bedroom 
apartment.  And then we lost that apartment, got evicted, and I ended up moving 
with my grandma because I didn't like mom's boyfriend, so I lived with grandma 
for part of eighth grade.  Then my mom moved into another house or apartment in 
North Highlands, and then came and got me, pulled me from grandma's house and 
moved back to Sacramento from Fairfield and spent part of ninth and tenth grade 
in North Highlands, and just failed miserably, straights F's in high school, and 
then I was put on home school when my mom moved us to this area of 
Sacramento, downtown, where we were living in low income housing.  And, for 
the first time, we had, like, stability in our family.  No - you know, no risk of 
being evicted because we couldn't pay the rent because the rent was affordable.  
So, I was able to graduate in high school on independent study, taking college 
classes and ROP and whatever I had to do to get those units.  So just everywhere.  
 
Jenny preferred to live in California separate from her family who resided in Washington.  
She left Washington with her fiancé when she was 16.  
They are all in Washington.  That's where they live.  That's where I was raised.  
This is where I want to be.  I left when I was 16, I think, and never looked back.  
The weather is tiring and so I can't live in Washington where it does that 11 
months out of the year.  I just can't, so I won't go back. 
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Theme summary.  Most participants shared stories of childhoods that lacked 
stability, lacked maternal role models, and consisted of an experience where caring for 
one’s children was not an ethical imperative.  They learned to rely on the care of 
extended family and to become self-sufficient in caring for themselves.  Participants 
believed their education had provided them with the building blocks for changing the 
trajectory of their own family outcomes.  Many would experience some of the same 
dynamics in their own families. 
Mental and Physical Health Issues 
Participants in the study were overwhelmingly affected by their own and their 
children’s health issues.  Caring for their children, providing for their families, 
succeeding in school, and doing so with little or no support from the fathers of their 
children, took quite a toll on their physical and mental health.  Most suffered from 
anxiety, exhaustion, and overload as well as a variety of self-disclosed physical ailments 
and mental health issues.  Five of the nine women were caring for children with special 
needs.  Many women were unable to afford health insurance for themselves, precipitating 
emergency financial and health circumstances when medical care was incurred.  Some 
had medical coverage for their children, but all experienced enormous challenges when 
ministering to sick children while attending school. 
Anxiety and stress.  Participants all expressed feeling anxiety and stress related 
to ensuring their family had the financial means to survive, making progress with their 
education, and caring for their children well.  They were very grateful for the support 
they received from others, but it was clear they were continuously worrying about having 
sufficient means to live day-to-day. 
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I mean I would have never thought that I would be here right now divorced 
with a special needs child by myself a year later, but we made it through.  We 
have food.  We have warmth, you know, we have heat.  We have laughter.  We 
have music.  One day at a time. (Kelley) 
 
Renee recalled the anxiety she experienced attempting to succeed in math so she could 
complete her program of study. 
I took math three times here.  And each time I've had money problems, and I was 
almost thinking maybe that's related because every time I would look at the math 
problem, I'm thinking about how am I going to pay rent, how I'm going to eat, 
how I'm going to get back and forth to work, and I actually would be crying the 
whole time while I'm trying to do the math.  And then I was like, why can't I get 
this?  And then I'm mad at myself.  And it's like the more I was trying, the worse 
it was getting.  And so in order to pass the math here, you need an 87.  I would get 
an 85.  I would get an 82.  One time I took the test five times, and it got worse and 
worse. (Renee) 
 
Kili’s worst experiences as a student were compounded by her transition into school with 
a lack of resources and a lack of support at home.  She experienced feeling out of place, 
unwelcome, and unsupported as she transferred to a 4-year institution. 
When I first started at a 4-year state school, I wasn't really able to get into the 
classes that I needed.  I didn't have transportation.  I couldn't afford to pay for a 
parking pass.  I didn't have the money to buy a bus pass.  I didn't have money for 
lunch.  I didn't have money for books.  I remember trying to get into a class that I 
really needed, and the teacher just kicking me out, wouldn't even let me sit in the 
class.  And people at home being really unsupportive.  And I just remember; I 
remember I had lost like 25 pounds because I wasn't eating because I didn't have 
food.  I got an F in one class and an A in the other.  That's the kind of semester I 
had because I only had two classes because that's all I could get in.  It was just 
really, really hard.  And then not having childcare.  
 
Heidi and Lisa both have special needs children.  They shared the stress and 
anxiety they had experienced as they recognized they needed to identify the means to 
succeed as a mom, at work, and in school despite an exhaustive schedule. 
I can't give up any of them.  They all have to be done.  It's not like I can sacrifice.  
I'm not going to do this for work because then, well, I don't get paid.  And then we 
have no money, and I can't blow off this class because, if I don't get a C, I don't 
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get my grant, and then we're out money again.  And I can't compromise with 
my son at all.  It's just not going to work. (Heidi) 
 
So that's another struggle I'm dealing with now, and he's [special needs son] 
staying after school every day to try to make up his grade to bring it up.  They 
told me he can't transfer out because it's too far into the semester for him to get a 
decent grade in another class.  So, between all the classes I'm taking at school, 
and now I'm going to be taking care of my grandmother helping out at home and 
still dealing with medical situations, medical payments from their father, which 
I'm still having to go back to court, doctors’ appointments in Fremont.  I know it's 
life, but being by myself, even though I count on my mom to watch my kids, 
that's only a small part of everything else. (Lisa) 
 
Emotional trauma.  Many of the women shared the emotional trauma and abuse 
they endured in their relationships.  Some described men who were threatened by their 
return to school.  Others were thwarted by confiscation of funds needed for school.  Still 
others were physically abused.  Renee experienced sexual assault as a teenager and her 
children were also molested by her husband and boyfriend.  This trauma showed up for 
them in a variety of ways. 
It seemed like we all [she and her children] have some type of mental illness 
somewhere along the line.  If it's not anxiety, we have a lot of memory issues, and 
we went to counseling, and they was telling us that because we have gone through 
so much trauma in our life that our mind, is like, can't handle all the things that 
because we've got to keep going. (Renee) 
 
Heidi described the abuse she and her son suffered at the hands of her son’s father who 
also withdrew all the money she had in her bank account.  The domestic abuse occurred 
after she learned he was married and had taken her money to support his other family.  
He got very violent and very abusive, and it ended with my son and I in the 
hospital and my dad coming to get us.  And then we came back to California, and 
he blew up my car.  He had followed us out here, knew I was staying at my 
parent's house, and bombed my car.  So I now have a criminal suit against him.  
He's in prison.  About a month ago, he had been released from his first term in 
prison and started sending us death threats.  So my son and I, I had to miss a week 
of school.  We had to stay in the house.  We had a police guard and trying to 
explain to him why we can't go out when, as far as he knows, he just doesn't have 
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a dad.  He’s the only person of anyone he knows that doesn't have a dad.  And 
he's not in school.  Everyone he knows has fathers, and he's the only one who 
doesn't, so that's kind of trying to explain to him why he doesn't have a dad and 
why it's better that he not have a dad has been really, really hard.  But I think 
that's been the hardest part out of everything.  I mean, school, being mom and 
going to school and working is nothing compared to trying to explain to this little 
boy why he doesn't have a dad.   
 
Cathy’s husband accused her of going to school to find someone who earned more 
money.  He even tried to sabotage her progress by removing her financial aid and all her 
money from her bank account, virtually ensuring that she would not be able to support 
her family or continue her studies.  Despite this heart-wrenching circumstance, Cathy 
steadfastly moved forward and found a way to continue.  
He emptied my bank account.  I actually had a savings just before I left the house.  
I had closed the account and had written a letter and talked to the bank manager 
and everything and told them this is what I expect to happen.  I had direct deposit.  
I said I'm expecting these funds to hit my account.  He's [her husband] going to 
come in here and try to withdraw the money.  And sure enough, he did, and he 
withdrew every cent, every dime.  Of course, bank funds are insured, but I had no 
money to even buy diapers when it was time to get paid my direct deposit.  It was 
about almost $10,000 because I had just received my financial aid from school 
too.  And he knew that.  Took it all.  Yeah, so that, those are some of the things 
that I was dealing with, and I just had to endure it.  
 
Medical illnesses.  The participants who worked were adding countless hours 
onto a full school load plus caregiving responsibilities.  Their schedules often resulted in 
very long days and little sleep.  This coupled with the stress often adversely affected their 
health.  Laurie was stringing together a number of part-time jobs to support her family.  
While working four jobs to support her two young children, she became quite ill as the 
workload took its toll on her health.  
I was working four jobs, so I was working doing the photography, and those 
mornings started between 5:00 or 6:00, I was getting up and going to work.  Then, 
from there, I was driving to another town to work at a restaurant.  From there, I 
was going to work as a cocktail waitress and a bartender at a club.  On my off 
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days when I didn't have the restaurant or the club, I was designing logos and 
business cards and flyers and things for a construction company and kind of doing 
some of their filing and stuff.  I was so go, go, go, I ended up getting myself really 
sick, and my tonsils swelled up, and they burst, and I started spitting up blood.  I 
went to the hospital, and they said basically your immune system just kind of 
started attacking itself, so you weren't really sick, but you needed to slow down 
and stop being so go, go, go.  So I ended up in the emergency room with that one.  
I ended up being in the ER twice.  That was when my dad said, “I'll help make 
sure that you have a place to stay.”  
 
Lisa described how the stress of balancing her many responsibilities led to her 
own health issues. 
Right after we moved out here, I wound up with Alopecia.  I had a spot, and I lost 
all my hair.  Then my head had a huge crater.  It was stress because moving my 
family, my childhood home, moving up here.  I did have a job, but it was only 
part-time.  Just everything going on.  It was just a different type of stress than I've 
had in my life, so that was difficult too.   
 
Renee described how working, returning to school, and caring for her family led to life-
threatening illness.  
So the first day I signed up to be in the class for LVN is when I ended up getting 
bowel obstruction surgery for myself.  I couldn't turn the patients anymore 
because it was pulling on my stomach and they would say it would happen again.  
But they said it was from stress because I thought I had food poisoning, but it 
really wasn’t.  And I waited 13 hours before I went to the hospital, and then they 
said that they didn't know if they could save me because I had waited so long.  So 
I had all this green bile coming out of me.  I had turned gray.  So when they did 
the emergency surgery, all my intestines just unraveled, and so they didn't have to 
cut anything.  And they said that was from stress.  
 
Children's illness.  As the sole care provider, participants had little to no options 
for childcare when their children became ill, as they often do.  A simple virus or ear 
infection led to the participants missing school and struggling to balance care for their 
children and the requirements of school.  Julie had no support from family in the area or 
from her son’s father.  She used the college’s daycare center for her son while she was in 
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school.  She explained that when her son was sick, she had no option other than to miss 
classes. 
I missed almost a full week because he [her son] got an ear infection.  He can't 
come to daycare because he can get the other kids sick.  I completely understand 
that.  Like the center director has told us, who do you think your kid wants to be 
with when he's not feeling well?  They usually want their mom, so that was hard 
because it was like at the beginning of the semester too, and it made me get 
anxious, and then I was worried.  And then, you know, having to tell the 
instructors, like, oh, my kid is still sick.  Then I took him to the doctors, and then 
he started to get better, but then a week later it almost started to come back a little 
bit, and they called me.  And I had to come get him because he was coughing in 
his sleep, but it would only happen when he laid down, I guess, when the 
congestion started.  So that wasn't easy to deal with at all.  
 
Kili does rely on her mother for some childcare, but she sometimes serves as the 
caregiver not only for her own daughter but also for her mother.  Her daughter’s recent 
illness exemplified the fragile nature of her support system. 
My daughter was sick all week with the flu, fever, I don't know what was wrong 
with her.  I kept trying to get her in at the doctor.  The only appointment that I 
could finally get after five days of fever was yesterday at 2:15.  I have a class 
from 1:00 to 4:00.  So what do I do?  Do I say, “Sorry, daughter.  Just keep 
suffering.  Hopefully it's not pneumonia.  I've got class to go to.”  I just missed 
class.  I just had to miss class.  No pneumonia.  Good.  But I didn't know that until 
I went to the doctors.  I had to miss class.  Wednesday, I didn't go to school.  I 
was supposed to be studying for my midterm, but I had to go pick up my daughter 
from my mom's because she couldn't take care of her.  She had her own issue.  I 
had to drop my mom off at the ER and pick up my sick child and then drag her to 
my exam.  And I was not focused on my exam at all.  I was just like trying to fill 
in the bubbles so that I could leave and put this girl to bed who has a fever and 
should not be out right now.  So it's just like it's always a battle.  I feel like either 
I'm not being a good mom or I'm not being a good student, so it's always a 
tradeoff, yeah.  
 
The majority of the mothers had special needs children whose care needs were 
more complex and recurring.  Jenny’s 13-year-old daughter has both Cerebral Palsy and 
Down Syndrome, and Jenny had no support from her daughter’s father nor did she have 
any family in the area.  Initially, school seemed like an unrealistic option as Jenny 
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focused on the care of her daughter who suffered from any number of ailments.  She 
eventually realized that returning to school was the only viable option for both of their 
futures, no matter how difficult. 
What took me so long to even start school in the first place was, I kept waiting for 
things to be better.  I kept working full time thinking, okay, well, as soon as we 
get this current health issue under control, I can go back to school.  Well, 
eventually I just realized that there's always going to be something right behind it.  
You get one thing fixed and there's going to be another thing right behind it.  It's a 
thyroid condition.  It was alopecia.  It was, the fact that she can't see very well.  It 
was eventually heart surgery. Now she's having seizures in the last couple of 
months.  It's always going to be something.  That's just the way it is, so you just 
have to dive in.  You have to go for it.  You have to find reliable help.  
 
Lack of healthcare insurance.  Two of the participants had access to health 
insurance, but the remainder did not.  Julie is a disabled veteran whose medical expenses 
are covered by the Veterans Administration.  Cathy has coverage through her full-time 
job with the state.  A big concern for the other women was health care costs.  They knew 
they needed medical insurance, but they could not afford the expense. 
I tried Covered California.  They want me to pay $500 a month just for me 
because it's based off my pretax income.  That takes everything I've earned in a 
month just to pay for medical.  So right now, I have no medical.  Actually, last 
Christmas, I had to have my appendix removed.  And they just billed me.  I'm 
paying that off: $100 a month for the next two years.  So if anything comes up, it's 
like, well, here is my billing information.  You're going to have to bill me.  
Luckily my son's doctor is great.  She's a family practitioner, and she lets me 
piggyback on his doctor's appointments.  So if he goes in for a checkup, so do I, 
and just kind of doesn't tell anyone about it. (Heidi) 
 
The health center here has been very beneficial because I cannot afford, even with 
Obama Care, I cannot afford health insurance for myself.  I just can't.  I don't have 
a thyroid.  If I don't take my medication, you will eventually just croak, so I have 
to.  It forces my hand.  But if you crunch the numbers, they want, I think it's 
$4,800 a year just to buy into the policy, and then a $3,500 per month deductible.  
There's no way I would make that.  So you wonder if I'm going to either pay that 
for a year or I'm going to pay the fine.  The first year it was $600, fine.  This year 
it's going to be $900.  Next year it'll be $1,200.  I'd rather pay that because it's still 
cheaper than just the $4,800 to pay for the policy that they want me to get.  Then 
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pay every time I go to the doctors, they always, "Oh, well, you need to get 
insurance.  It's completely affordable under Obama Care."  Oh, nice, in your 
world you think that it's nice.  No. (Jenny) 
 
Theme summary.  Participants in the study showed signs of great stress, anxiety, 
and overload.  They were resigned to the need to push themselves to the brink, preferring 
in most cases to remain single without support from a husband or partner.  This decision 
appeared to be in response to trauma, abuse, and unhappiness they had experienced in 
their relationships.  Caring for special needs children increased the number of hours for 
which they provided care for their children at every age, making success in school that 
much harder.  
Barriers and Limits of Support 
All participants qualified for some type of aid that provided waivers or other 
forms of financial support to offset the cost of their education.  Some qualified for the 
BOG waiver, EOPS, CalWORKs, and other forms of grants.  A number of the women 
discussed at length how these programs both support and impinge upon their ability to 
succeed as a single mother pursuing a degree.  They extensively discussed the need for 
uninterrupted study time, the lack of available courses that met their scheduling needs, 
poor advisement, the benefits and drawbacks of online courses, the uncertainty and 
irregularity of aid, and the exhaustive program requirements, which often seem inane and 
unrealistic for their situations.  Many expressed their unhappiness or reticence to rely on 
public aid, but resigned themselves to this as the only viable option available despite 
what they perceived as them being stereotyped for abusing or taking advantage of the 
system. 
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Study time.  Uninterrupted study time was something the participants regularly 
expressed as a challenge.  Those who had financial aid support for childcare lamented 
that childcare only covered time in class, and they struggled to find time to complete 
homework without interruptions.  Most described doing homework late into the evening 
after children were in bed or in between classes on campus. 
I'm not the greatest at doing homework at home.  I'd rather do it while I'm in 
between classes.  It's hard for me to be at school all day and then I finally get to 
hang out with my son.  Plus, if I'm doing homework, he's usually, like, what are 
you doing?  I'm like, you know what?  Let's just hang out.  It's usually last minute 
with me, so.  That's why I don't really get it done that much because I want to 
spend time with my son.  I want to talk to him and hang out with him and just go 
to the park and things like that.  I like having that close relationship with him 
because I am the only family, and he's the only family I have here. (Julie) 
 
And so basically the homework I'm doing with her is her [daughter] homework.  
When she goes to bed at 9:00 is when I do my studying at 9:00.  So a lot of the 
times I do not get into bed until 1:00, sometimes 2:00, and then I'm up again at 
5:00. (Jenny) 
 
It's finding the time to get the homework done, especially with the math classes 
because they require so much online homework.  Right now my laptop is broken, 
so I have to be in the living room at the desktop computer doing my homework.  
And, the kids fighting or, there's always somebody in my house doing something.  
So it's really hard to find a quiet place to do my homework without my laptop. 
(Laurie)  
 
Kili discussed how not having uninterrupted study time can easily become a barrier to 
succeeding in school. 
Not having quiet study space or not having childcare outside of class because you 
might get approved, like some type of program that helps you pay for childcare 
while you're working or in school, but those hours that you're not working or in 
school, you don't get childcare.  I have to take care of this little baby and still 
manage to do my homework.  You have to be really motivated to be able to do 
both because it's so easy to just be like, oh, I'm too tired.  I can't do my studies.  
And just give up.  But having someone to help you when you're not in school with 
childcare is a big obstacle.  (Kili) 
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Course availability.  Participants in the study relied upon childcare for their 
return to school.  The hours during which care was available limited the hours during 
which they could take courses.  For those who also worked, the time available for courses 
was even more limited.  Many discussed how the reduced course offerings at the state 
schools they attended made a difficult situation even worse.  Jenny saw the lack of 
options for the classes she needed as a significant barrier for her to complete her degree.  
She offered a number of examples of the paradox she observed regarding meeting the 
needs of parents like herself. 
More classes offered at different times would be beneficial to any parent.  For 
instance, a microbiology course is only offered from 1:00 until 5:00.  You can 
either do it on Monday/Wednesday, or you can do it on a Tuesday/Thursday.  
That's your only option.  If I was not able to find help with my special needs 
daughter, that just wouldn't work, and I'd never be able to finish my degree.  Sign 
III is not offered here.  I'd have to go to Lakeland to finish Sign III and IV, which 
is on my list.  That's very inconvenient.  There's only one Chem B course being 
offered next semester.  I don't really know why only one course of 1B is being 
offered next semester.  There's already 20 people on the waiting list.  So there's 20 
people right there that just aren't going to get in.  Why is there only one option?  I 
don't really get that.  There's, like, four chemistry teachers, so why only one 1B.  
I'm sure there's a reason.  But, it just doesn't make a lot of sense from my 
perspective.  
 
Online courses provided solutions for some busy moms, but frustrated and undermined 
the success of others.  Heidi used online classes to overcome scheduling challenges she 
faced that would create an untenable class schedule that would not mesh with her work or 
childcare. 
This term, I'm taking two of my four classes [online].  Most terms, I try to take 
most of my classes here unless the times just don't work, and that means I'd have 
to be here at 8:00, and then I'd have a four-hour gap.  I could be at home, so just 
online works for me. The last term, I was one credit shy of meeting my 12 credits 
for my grant, so I just took an online, I call it, fluff class because I don't need it.  I 
really don't need it to transfer.  It might be fun to take, and it looks fairly easy, so 
I'll take it online, and that gives me enough credits as long as I pass.  
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One of the biggest obstacles Laurie faced that could get in the way of 
completing her degree was accessible classes.  Lack of options during her window of 
available time for classes forced her to take online courses that are not a good fit with her 
learning style, putting her at greater risk of failure.  
They're not offering as many classes.  And the classes they are offering are online.  
Online, especially with my dyslexia and being able to read and comprehend and 
put what I'm reading and show that I'm learning it is very difficult for me.  I can 
sit in a class, and I have a conversation with a teacher, and I can understand what 
they're saying, and I can get it, and it's going to click.  If I'm reading it and trying 
to understand on a computer, it's 10 times harder for me.  They are not offering as 
many classes at night for business as they used to.  They are trying to switch 
everything to online.  I chose to go to this community college, not only because of 
the BOG Waiver, but because I could go, and I could be in a classroom.  I need 
that environment to get my work done.  They're just not offering that.  So that is 
my number one challenge right now is finding the classes at school that fit to my 
schedule because most of them or a lot of the classes are morning classes or 
afternoon classes, and I can't go.  So that's my number one problem right now. 
(Laurie) 
 
Poor advisement.  Many of the women expressed frustration about what they 
viewed as poor or incorrect advisement.  They shared that the systems within which they 
worked and the advisement they received did not help them understand how to succeed 
nor did it clearly identify all options available to them.  They expressed frustration with 
processes and procedures developed by people who seemed to lack an understanding of 
their complex, time-strapped lives.  Some of the participants lamented the poor academic 
and financial advisement at their institutions as well as at the caseworker level within the 
CalWORKs program.  They felt poor advisement added to their program length and cost 
and increased the likelihood they would not complete.  Because of the medical 
procedures her daughter needed, Jenny moved from Northern California to the 
Sacramento area.  As a result, she transferred within the California community college 
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system and was advised there were different additional requirements she needed to 
complete her degree.  
Up in Northern California, where I started this whole mess, you had an 
educational course plan, and you had to take this, this, this, and this before you 
can get into the nursing program.  So I had taken this, this, and this and this.  The 
next step was anatomy, physiology, and micro and chemistry.  Those were my 
next classes that I needed to take.  I come here, and now they're telling me, before 
I could take micro, I had to take a biology course - completely ridiculous.  Then 
they were saying something else, something else had a prerequisite.  You 
basically added on a semester.  I'm an old lady.  You cannot do that to me. By the 
time I'm done, I'm already going to be 40.  You're going to add another semester 
on?  I was very irritated, very irritated because you get into your mindset I'm 
going to be done by this time.  You're coming from one school, and then you have 
to come here for reasons that I can't change.  I had to come here, and now they're 
saying, oh, you can't take -- we don't think you're -- we can't -- you can't -- 
basically telling me you're not smart enough.  You have to take biology first.  
Thanks for wasting my time.  How do I do it?  How do I do it?  
 
The lack of support and communication from the financial aid office and academic 
advisement has been a real barrier and a continual stressor for Laurie given her reliance 
on financial aid to balance her family income while in school.  
Just recently I was trying to get another student loan.  Basically, it was meeting 
with my counselor and working out an educational plan.  I had to go sit.  I ended 
up getting a day off.  So I ended up going in on a Monday morning and sitting and 
waiting to talk to a counselor.  So when I did my application for a student loan, I 
didn't know that expired.  They emailed me a couple days before, and they said, 
"Oh, you need a printout of this."  I was like, well, I didn't know I needed a 
printout, and I thought I had to go over to the community college and wait forever 
at the financial aid office because you could be there for a while.  You could be 
sitting and waiting for a while.  I ended up finding out, oh, I can go to a satellite 
center, which is right around the corner from my office.  And so I ended up going.  
Walked right in, turned it in, and I went, “That was so much easier,” but I didn't 
know any of that until you really have to dig and do the research to find out.  It's 
not right there for you, and sometimes digging and finding out when you have a 
schedule like mine is kind of hard.  
 
Lisa shared how she has spent countless hours researching and pointing out to her 
caseworkers how she is not receiving the benefits she is afforded.  Recently, she 
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successfully defended a claim for unsupervised study time.  On top of “fighting the 
system” she felt that the advisement she received about timelines was not provided in a 
way that allowed her to maximize her benefit, putting her at a significant disadvantage. 
I was told because I didn't join the program until April that my time is shortened 
as far as how long I can be in the program.  I said, but I wasn't told I had to be in 
the program until April.  I said I went through your unemployment process, tried 
to find work, and I think it was March, so I did the whole month of March, and 
then I met with my caseworker here, and they told me now the next step is this or 
this.  So why am I being penalized when I was told this is what it is?  So then I'm 
doing all this research myself and I'm finding out this is wrong.  This is wrong.  
I'm going to the advocacy people.  And they're like you're right.  They are wrong.  
Show them this paper.  So I take it back and then they're like, oh, well, let me talk 
with my supervisor.  I don't know anything about this.  
 
Timely and consistent aid.  Many of the women spoke at great length about the 
arduous situation they faced when policies, process, or procedures changed.  In particular, 
changes to financial aid or reimbursement for childcare were particularly distressing.  
Lisa believed the programs like CalWORKs, while well-intentioned, had created 
unnecessary obstacles, consumed enormous amounts of time, and led to frustration and 
confusion.  She illustrated her point by sharing the amount of effort she went through for 
mileage reimbursement. 
We only get $65 a month for mileage reimbursement per vehicle if it's within 
where public transportation can take you.  I found out when I went to state for my 
hearing that there is no designated time, which they can repay you.  There's no 
specific deadline for them to submit our paperwork so that we can get paid.  So 
I've gone an entire semester before constantly having to call, find out why they 
haven’t processed my reimbursement.  You know I'm borrowing money from 
people just to get to school.  Sometimes I have to miss days because, if I have to 
take my son to Medlock for his orthodontist appointment, then that's where the 
gas has to go.  So there's this severe oral surgery, all sorts of things going on that 
have to be taken care of.  But when I don't get reimbursed for my gas, it's like, 
how am I going to take my kids where they need to go?  How am I going to get 
myself to school?  Trying to email my teacher saying, “Oh, I'm sorry.  I'm not 
feeling well today.  Can I make the work up?”  When in reality, I don't have gas.   
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Laurie poignantly described how the changes to financial aid disbursement 
upon which she relied to support her family while in school put her entire financial plan 
out of balance.  The energy it took to stay motivated, to keep moving herself through her 
education while working and caring for her family took courage, dedication, and the 
strength of will to keep moving obstacles out of her way. 
There's the exhaustion, but I think you can get that just from listening to my day 
that will go from 5:00 or 6:00 in the morning until 11:00 at night nonstop.  I don't 
sit down, and I don't have a standing job.  And then getting laid off and then 
having the breaks and the financial aid or where you're not quite sure how the 
financial aid is going to disburse.  For example, I normally got the majority of it 
right at the beginning of the year and then a little bit during the middle.  Well, this 
time they broke it up evenly, so I was getting about $1,200 right at the beginning 
of the semester, so I had money to buy my books.  I had money to catch up from 
being on unemployment all summer long.  I had to make that registration payment 
on my car or whatever little maintenance I needed to do, if I needed to buy new 
workpants or school clothes or anything like that.  I had it.  Well, this time it was 
only $700, and then I got $700 later, where most of the time I used to get $1,200 
and then $200 later.  So it really changed the disbursement all of a sudden, and it 
threw me off.  So that was really hard is when they just kind of change things up 
without much of a notice.  People get used to how things are normal, and then it 
changes, and people get upset when they don't tell you it changes.  I can get 
notifications that there was some incident on the campus, but I can't get a 
notification that they're going to split my financial aid in a different way.  Why 
should I have to go look on how my financial aid is getting disbursed, every week 
or every two weeks?  I don't think I should have to do that.  If you could send me 
an email when you change it that would be nice…automated email is fine. 
 
Program requirements.  The women who participated in CalWORKs were 
particularly frustrated by a system they felt held them hostage but did not provide the 
benefits promised in a timely fashion.  The numerous requirements, including the need to 
be in school full-time, made care for their children and preparation for entering the 
workforce problematic.  Kelley shared that her institution’s BOG waivers and 
CALWorks are both a support and a barrier for her.  The mandates for remedial classes 
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and study time, while seemingly valuable, were inflexible and could actually be a 
barrier to success in school and transition to work. 
They [BOG waivers and CalWORKs] support as far as giving me the BOG time 
to study, but then, at the same time, it hinders it because you have to take this 
class where you're reading and writing fifth grade work.  This is a waste of time.  
I don't want to fail my math class.  I need to study for my math.  Why do I have to 
do this?  But you have to do it.  It's part of the requirements for CalWORKs, 
pretty much so they can track you.  I do that about seven hours a week, between 
seven and 10 hours a week.  I could be doing other stuff, regarding my other 
classes.  So next semester, I don't know what they're going to do because I'm 
taking 17 units next semester.  
 
Lisa provided insight into the systematic issues weaving together various aid 
programs created for her.  She had successfully advocated for herself, which led to 
changes that would benefit other women as well.  She lamented that all the meetings she 
was required to attend were seemingly unrealistic.  She shared that the energy and time 
away from her kids who were struggling in school makes her wonder if it is really worth 
it in the end. 
Then the meetings, I don't get reimbursed, my mileage, to go drop off my 
paperwork, but they have to have it.  I don't get reimbursed my mileage for 
attending any of the counseling or the care or the EOPS because that's optional, 
but then to be a part of this program.  So I'm like, but you can't be in EOPS or 
Care unless you're in Cal Works.  They're like, well, we won't cover your mileage 
for any of the meetings you have to attend, which is their mandatory meetings.  
Every time you feel like you're getting one step closer to your goal, it's like, what?  
Oh, no, by the way you have to A, B, C, D, E. Impossible.  
So that is a huge, huge problem, and I've watched people drop out of 
school because you have to have a minimum of 12 units to have financial aid.  
You have to have a minimum of 12 units to be in the Care program or EOPS.  
When you have kids, and when they only offer one class by one teacher for one 
semester, it really is not practical.  Whoever wrote the books just doesn't 
understand struggles, especially now with the economy, of being a single parent, 
of one kid or 10 kids.  It doesn't matter.  It's not practical how the system is set up.  
And it's just really, instead of encouraging people to go, it's discouraging.  So it's 
very counterproductive to be a parent and be a full-time student with all this red 
tape we have to go through, and it got so bad this past semester, I almost pulled 
out all together and said screw it. 
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Theme summary.  Participants relied upon a network of resources to provide 
the financial means necessary to return to school.  These aids were often administered 
under a variety of programs with a multiplicity of requirements, which added to the 
feelings of being overwhelmed, exhausted, and constrained rather than supported.  The 
program requirements along with reduced course offerings or online-only options 
confounded many of the women.  They understood that school was not an option if they 
wanted to advance their family’s socioeconomic status, but they felt torn between 
supporting their children in the short term, paying their bills, and investing in their own 
development for the longer term. 
Summary of Findings 
Participants in this study provided an understanding of how they themselves 
served as caregivers for their children, who often had special needs, through investing in 
their education and their extended families.  Many pursued careers in the helping 
professions as further demonstration of their innate desire to care for others.  Although 
they received access to significant forms of aid, the overall composite cost of their 
education was higher than many could afford, leading to stress, exhaustion, and a feeling 
of being overwhelmed by circumstances they could not control.  
Many had experienced trauma and abuse or had lived in environments of drug use 
during their childhood or in their own relationships, and often both.  Some of the women 
spoke about their desire to be a different type of mother than the one who had been 
emotionally or physically absent in their own lives.  Because of the regular stress of their 
complex lives, many regularly suffered from emotional or physical health issues often 
when they did not have access to health insurance.  The majority were also caring for 
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special needs children whose care needs created even greater strain on fragile human 
and financial resources.  
The systems they use to support their families while pursuing their education both 
supported and constrained their ability to succeed in completing their programs.  They 
shared in explicit detail the difficult balancing act they had to accomplish each day to 
achieve some measure of success.  Despite these enormous challenges, the women 
remained optimistic, committed to their studies, and resilient caregivers for their children.  
Results and Interpretations 
Four results that emerged from the five themes and 17 subthemes are described in 
the study’s findings.  In the next section, these results are described and discussed 
through the lens of the literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  The following results and 
associated interpretations inform the conclusions and recommendation that follow in 
Chapter 5.   
Result One.  Success in college is framed through the lens of caring for one’s 
children both in the short term and long term. 
 
All participants described their own educational journey as a primary means for 
assuring their children’s future success along with their own.  Participants’ devotion and 
desire to lovingly attend to children’s needs while framing care through educational 
attainment compelled them to persist well beyond what they would have done simply for 
their own benefit.  Their stories aligned with Gilligan’s (1982) description of an ethic of 
care, which includes stages beginning with initial self-concern, then to exclusive other-
oriented concern, and ultimately to balanced concern for self and others.  Their stories 
began and ended with actions that revealed caregiving as the preeminent responsibility 
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over self-care.  It was normal for mothers to begin studies late at night finishing in the 
early morning, only to rise early to attend to a child, often with special needs.  While all 
participants demonstrated an ethic of care, their stories also echoed what Held (1995) 
described as the nexus wherein a person develops an increasingly refined understanding 
of responsibility of caring for self and others (Held, 1995).  
Each participant steadfastly shared that the only viable course options comported 
with hours when they had quality childcare.  Consistent with Kittay’s (2002) and 
Ruddick’s (2009) previously published findings that culture, gender, and social norms 
encourage women’s naturally expressed obligation for providing care for their dependent 
children, these participants’ educational decisions were evaluated against how they would 
affect their children in the present and future.  These participants unilaterally accepted 
their caregiving responsibility without questioning why the fathers of their children were 
not held to the same standard, financial or otherwise.  Many were determined to provide 
their children with the type of care they had not received from their own mother.  
Participants spoke with pride about their children’s evolving aspirations for higher 
education and improved educational accomplishments.  Their descriptions aligned with 
research of Lee and Oyserman (2007) who suggested that motivation to pursue additional 
education was often linked to a woman’s role as caregiver, and she regularly articulated 
her own educational expectations in caregiving terms.  The will to succeed was more 
evident when participants envisioned how their return to school and pursuit of studies 
enabled them to enhance care for children and self in both the short and long terms.  This 
explicit relationship provided greater motivation to work through the challenges they 
faced in completing a degree or certificate.  In particular, those with special needs 
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children recognized that caring for children will be a lifetime activity and they needed 
an occupation and income that would support that level of care.  Their accounts are 
consistent with Banks’s (2010) research that women pursuing degrees aligned with 
gender norms exhibited greater motivation to persist and had value-driven goals 
compatible with career outcomes.  
Result Two.  Academic success is contingent upon the overall health of a woman and 
her children. 
 
Participants described success in modest terms often characterized as simply 
surviving the current day.  Their stories recounted the enormous levels of stress and 
anxiety faced during a typical, relentless, 16- to 18-hour day.  The knowledge that they 
had to find a way to put food on the table, cover their children’s medical expenses, 
succeed in school, and secure employment or other forms of aid created a level of anxiety 
that often resulted in chronic and catastrophic health issues.  This conclusion is consistent 
with Home’s (1998) research finding that the many roles women perform created feelings 
of imbalance, overload, and conflicting priorities, contributing to stress.  
For these participants, current and past circumstances had resulted in trauma, 
depression, and anxiety.  Most women did not have access to mental or physical 
healthcare, which they described as unaffordable even after the creation of Covered 
California (Affordable Health Care Act).  Because of their sole caregiver status, health 
issues for themselves or their children often became barriers to attendance and successful 
progress in school.  This finding is consistent with O’Brien and Quimby’s (2006) 
research that established that the greatest predictor of academic persistence in 
nontraditional female students was the lack of psychological stress.   
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Hectic schedules coupled with their lack of access to mental health services 
needed to deal with the difficulties all had endured created the need for coping strategies.  
Participants shared a number of coping strategies including listening to music, creative 
pursuits, and relationships with friends and family.  In this research, transference of 
formal learning to improved caregiving seemed to lead to enhanced self-efficacy more so 
than the development of coping strategies.  This finding presents a different definition of 
coping discussed previously by O’Brien and Quimby (2006) who concluded that the 
capacity of students to cultivate effective coping strategies was correlated to enhanced 
self-efficacy. 
Result Three.  The specific requirements and guidelines of aid programs 
complicated and, at times, inhibited progression, making degree completion less 
likely.  
 
Participants often combined CalWORKs and EOPS programs and services to 
supplement their income, finance their education, and reduce transportation and childcare 
expenses to support their family while in school.  The expectations of these programs 
created additional demands on their time that complicated and frustrated their progression 
and successful completion of degree and certificate programs.  Participants shared that 
the imposed requirements for unpaid work experience would not improve their prospects 
for securing employment and that supervised study time was offered at inopportune times 
and was not aligned to how they would have preferred to allocate their limited study time 
based upon their own assessment of subject mastery.  Mandatory meetings that did not 
include mileage reimbursement strained their limited resources.  Meeting supervised 
study requirements, mandatory meetings, and unpaid work experiences and submitting 
for reimbursement of mileage or childcare expenses, along with full-time enrollment 
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created an untenable situation for many of these single parents.  Austin and 
McDermott (2004) identified that low-income women students not only faced typical 
nontraditional student barriers to persistence, but also had to comply with Temporary Aid 
for Needy Families (TANF) regulations that negatively affected the impact their return to 
school had on their children, housing, and childcare.  
Full-time attendance in conjunction with a reduced number of course offerings 
during the daytime when childcare was typically available created great worry and 
frustration often not alleviated by access to online coursework.  Many of the women told 
stories about how they had not succeeded academically in online courses because of 
perceived learning disabilities, lack of access to reliable technology, or because of a need 
for classroom instruction.  This outcome is consistent with Arric et al.’s (2011) research 
concluding that although online programs provided greater flexibility, women continued 
to experience stress and were less likely to persist primarily because of financial 
concerns.  These participants referenced learning style or pragmatic issues including 
reliable technology and uninterrupted computer access.  This counters Eagan and Jaeger’s 
(2009) finding that adults who choose online often do not succeed because of instruction 
from adjunct faculty who may not provide mentorship, guidance, and the level of 
engagement needed.  Participants were apprehensive that they might not be able to 
complete their programs while caring for their children.  
Result Four.  Basic needs like food, housing, childcare, and transportation must be 
met before success in school can be obtained.  
 
A recurring theme from all women was that they received little to no financial 
support from the fathers of their children.  This finding is consistent with DeNavas-Walt 
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et al.’s (2013) study revelations that 47% of women in head of household roles are 
living in poverty.  These participants relied upon financial aid as a form of income to 
provide basic sustenance for their families.  Because of financial aid and support program 
requirements, most women enrolled in a minimum of 12 credit hours to qualify.  
Complying with this requirement as a single parent, particularly for those with multiple 
or special needs children seemed unrealistic.  Their narratives supported Bellomy’s 
(2003) conclusion that if some portion of financial aid were specifically designated for 
adult, part-time students, it would make education possible when motivation is high but 
resources are limited.  
The majority of participants in this study were generally taking courses during the 
day when their children were in school or when they had childcare options.  They 
lamented the lack of on-campus, weekday course options needed to improve persistence 
and completion.  This finding is in contrast to Corrigan’s (2003) conclusion that 
safeguarding adequate access to coursework during evening and weekends was important 
for improving persistence patterns and reducing out-of-pocket financial expenses for low-
income students. 
For those participants who worked, they were often stringing together a number 
of part-time jobs during the evening or weekend.  Participant incomes were low, often 
variable, temporary, or seasonal, and paying for food, shelter, medical, and transportation 
was often a struggle.  This finding aligns with Coley and Lombardi’s (2013) research, 
which concluded that low-income women experience regular fluctuation between 
employment and unemployment as they move between various jobs.  Consistent with 
Hewlett’s (2007) research, the lower income level of the study participants was 
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attributable to gender, job type, and irregular participation in the workforce as a result 
of gender role responsibilities.  Participants demonstrated lower academic performance, 
interrupted persistence, and missed attendance when finances were not sufficient to cover 
basic needs and school, the secondary priority after care for family.  
Summary 
Findings of the research study include the details that emerged through the 
analysis of the data.  Four major results were elucidated from the analysis and 
interpretive process of this research.  Those research results were framed and interpreted 
within the context of the literature review found in Chapter 2.  The findings and results 
inform the conclusions and recommendations offered in the final chapter.   
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Chapter 5:  Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this narrative study was to give voice to single, head of household, 
low-income women, offering a deeper understanding of both the nuanced challenges 
these women face in pursuing a post-secondary education and the network of support 
needed for them to persist to degree completion.  The intent of this narrative study was to 
provide a compelling opportunity for rethinking ways in which educational design can 
address the needs of this type of learner.   
The following research questions guided this narrative study: 
1. What stories are told by single, head of household low-income women 
seeking a higher education credential? 
2. What stories do these women tell to describe the unique circumstances they 
face in pursuing a higher education credential? 
3. What do the stories told by these women reveal about the network of support 
needed to persist to degree completion? 
Nine single, head of household, low-income women who had attended a public 
institution of higher education during the last year, participated in this narrative study.  
Participants were attending universities, colleges, or community colleges with one to four 
children in their households.  Five women had special needs children.  They were all 
receiving some form of financial aid, and many were taking advantage of additional 
supplemental support programs.  Five of the nine were also working outside the home 
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while attending school.  All nine participated in a series of one-to-one interviews 
actively reviewing and contributing to the development of their narrated stories. 
Through in-depth analysis of interviews, five significant themes emerged as 
research findings:  (a) education as a means of caregiving, (b) composite cost of 
education, (c) influence of household circumstances, (d) mental and physical health 
issues, and (e) structural barriers and limits of support.  Each research theme was 
organized with multiple sub-themes.  Results of the study emerged from the findings and 
a review of relevant literature.  The following conclusions from the study are offered in 
response to the stated research questions and from an interpretation of the findings and 
results presented, synthesizing the stories, participant worldviews, and experiences of the 
nine study participants and the researcher.  This final chapter also proposes 
recommendations for administrators in public education and policymakers who can 
influence outcomes for single, head of household, low-income women pursuing an 
education. 
Conclusions 
In alignment with the narrative data presented in Chapter 4, the conclusions are 
presented contextualized as responses to the three guiding research questions.   
Research Question One: What stories are told by single, head of household, low-
income women seeking a higher education credential? 
 
Participants shared heartwarming and heart-wrenching stories bursting with the 
daily challenges of caregiving for their children and extended families that frequently left 
them feeling overwhelmed and exhausted.  They were creative problem solvers adept at 
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constructing solutions to everyday situations often mitigated by a financial or health 
crisis. 
Their deep abiding care for their children emerged as the most important priority 
in their lives.  Education was an extension of how they cared for their children by 
providing a model for educational attainment and maternal care, often lacking in their 
own upbringing.  Many had endured circumstances and relationships that were often 
unsafe, abusive, and traumatic without requisite care.  They were highly dependent upon 
the generosity of others for survival and often expressed their success in terms of 
relationships with others who aided their accomplishments.  
Despite a crushing workload, recurring health problems and very limited to no 
support from the fathers of their children, they remained optimistic, satisfied, and 
determined they would improve their outcomes through education.  They expressed a 
sincere desire to help others, particularly families who had experienced similar trauma, 
loss, or challenges and believed they had the means to teach others how to succeed.  
Educational and professional aspirations often emerged from a feeling of 
competence evidenced through resilience in facing and successfully navigating life’s 
circumstances in meaningful ways.  The stories they shared wove a rich tapestry of love, 
loss, joy, hope, and fear.  Participants were resolute that education was the most effective 
way to improve their socioeconomic status and increase their chances of pursuing careers 
that provided intrinsic value and extrinsic financial rewards.  
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Research Question Two:  What stories do these women tell to describe the 
unique circumstances they face in pursuing a higher education credential? 
 
The most significant elements of the stories involved the need for quality 
childcare, often through the day, evening, and weekend hours.  A surprising majority of 
the participants were caring for special needs children.  In these instances, the caregiving 
requirements of both the mother and external providers were more demanding and 
consumed more of the participant’s time and financial resources.   
Because financial aid provided a means to fund education and supplement overall 
family income, variability or delays in funding often created extraordinary stress and 
predicaments for the women and their children.  For those who participated in 
CalWORKs and EOPS programs and services, inordinate amounts of time were spent 
attempting to satisfy what they perceived as unrealistic administrative program 
requirements for single parents.  They questioned the practicality of the requirement to 
attend school full-time, which seemed to be unrealistic when balanced with caregiving 
responsibilities.  Changes to policies and processes would send participants into a tailspin 
creating disequilibrium in the delicate balance they had created.  
Reliable transportation, technology, and uninterrupted study time—prerequisites 
to success—were often inconsistently available to them.  Access to steady employment 
and health care for themselves and their children seemed out of reach for most of these 
mothers who were taking great risks with their own health because of an inability to 
afford care.  In general, even when using programs intended to support their unique 
needs, they expressed frustration, anger, and disappointment in a system that promised to 
support them but often hampered their ability to succeed.  Yet, they felt trapped, 
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stigmatized, without other options, dependent upon their present circumstances, and 
determined to change the course of their lives. 
Research Question Three:  What do the stories told by these women reveal about 
the network of support needed to persist to degree completion? 
 
All participants expressed that without the help of friends and family, they would 
not have had sufficient means to continue their studies.  The women clearly expressed 
that the complex web of support upon which they relied was tenuous at best.  Most 
experienced that in general, the systems they had to navigate did not seem to reflect an 
understanding of or a sensitivity to their needs. 
For those who had completed their degrees within the last year, the length of 
study was significantly longer than expected.  For those participants who had not 
completed their degrees, all expressed concerns that achievement might not be possible 
because of diminished course offerings within the windows of time they had available.  
Access to online coursework frustrated some and enabled others to continue their studies.  
Because of their time-strapped lives, they were exasperated by poor academic counseling, 
inconvenient or unclear financial aid advisement, poor communication, and reliance on 
face-to-face options when virtual or email options would have been more conducive to 
their schedules.  Most seemed to need a way to reduce their stress levels, and all talked 
about struggling to provide food, shelter, and basic necessities for their families given 
their limited budget. 
Recommendations 
The following recommendations offer insights into enhancing the success of 
single, head of household, low-income, female students pursuing a post-secondary 
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education at a public institution of higher education.  Different types of institutions 
offered study participants varying levels of support.  At California community colleges, 
significant resources are currently available to support students who meet the selection 
criteria of the study.  Participants provided a rich understanding of how these support 
services and resources are meeting their current needs.  The following recommendations 
are offered to strengthen and refine the current institutional offering in ways that enhance 
student outcomes.  Recommendations include options for strengthening support systems 
and providing an identity for single mothers on campus.  Other suggestions include 
examining how multiple aid programs, often used in combination might be streamlined to 
improve access and results.  Finally, ideas are offered for providing holistic advisement, 
counseling, and health services.  
Recommendations for Leaders, Educators, and Policymakers 
Provide stronger support systems that anticipate unique needs.  Because 
single, head of household, low-income women’s decisions to attend school are situated 
within their maternal, caregiving role, a comprehensive support system aligned with their 
unique needs is required.  Educational planning should examine their family composition, 
the age of their children, any special needs they may have along with any specific 
challenges they may face because of learning style, health issues, or disabilities. 
Acknowledge the growing presence of single parent students on campus.  
Create communities of support and a student identity for single parents in the on-campus 
as well as social media virtual worlds acknowledging their unique status.  Ensure these 
communities provide a broad network of support for situations when they may need to 
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rely upon one another to commiserate, collaborate, carpool, or care for each other or 
their children.  Establish holistic success plans that address influences in and outside of 
school. 
Actively establish a success plan that includes life planning, time 
management, goal setting, financial planning, and budgeting.  Craft proactive, 
pragmatic approaches for well and sick childcare, primary and secondary means of 
transportation, and uninterrupted study time.  Ensure that career planning considers 
values and family circumstances.  Engage in a career planning process that explicitly 
explores values, family circumstances, and how they may relate to desired professions.  
Prioritize on-campus employment options for single mothers and their 
children.  Provide priority opportunities for on-campus employment for these students 
and for their children and provide regular events that allow single mothers to bring their 
children on campus for tours or other higher education experiences. 
Enhance health and wellness services.  Augment the preventative care, mental 
health services, and wellness services on campus and remotely at free or significantly 
subsidized prices to improve the overall health and well-being of the student and her 
family.  Provide opportunities for group and individual sessions, therein establishing 
communities of support.  Offer courses on nutrition, meditation, and study skills and offer 
free and reduced prices on produce or other household staples to those who participate.  
Introduce a wider set of criteria into eligibility requirements.  Reevaluate how 
the number of children, their ages, and proximity to campus affect a single, head of 
household woman’s ability to comply with program requirements particularly EOPS and 
CalWORKs alone and in combination.  
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Attempt to match college calendars to public school district calendars.  
Review and align college calendars with public school district calendars whenever 
possible, reducing or eliminating aberrations in childcare needs.  
Expand childcare benefits to include study time.  Offer childcare subsidies to 
provide support for class time and expected study time based upon enrolled units.  
Consider how childcare reimbursement should perhaps be enhanced to support special 
needs children.  
Offer virtual access to financial aid and services.  Provide immediate access to 
updates and communications of financial aid requirements and disbursements through 
online, self-service, or text communication.  Provide online tracking of the status of other 
program and service benefits. 
Recommendation for Further Studies 
Given the increasing number of single parents in higher education and the limited 
research on this high-risk student, further research may provide insights for 
administrators and policymakers for more effectively serving this student population.   
• A mixed methods approach might yield generalizable findings while still 
preserving the voice of the single parent student.  
• Expand this study to states outside California where CalWORKs and EOPS 
programs and services do not exist, providing a point of comparison for 
determining the health and wellbeing of single, head of household, low-income 
women students in other states.  
• Determine the graduation rates of single, head of household women using 
CalWORKs and EOPs programs and services, interviewing students who 
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successfully complete and those who do not to determine which program 
elements provide greatest value. 
• Research single, head of household, low-income women enrolled in online and 
blended programs to determine how these learning modalities are contributing to 
the success or failure of these students. 
• Explore the career outcomes of single, head of household, low-income women 
following completion of various levels of higher education. 
• Examine the relationship between special needs children and single parent homes 
and determine how low-income level affects the care and outcomes of special 
needs children and their parents. 
Summary 
This chapter provides a deeper understanding of the purpose and significance of 
the narrative study.  It also elucidates the rationale for the research conclusions and 
stakeholder recommendations and outlined study conclusions, recommendations, and 
suggestions for additional research.  In this chapter, the conclusions and 
recommendations emerged from the significant findings from themes identified in 
narrated stories told by single, head of household, low-income women pursuing a post-
secondary degree or certificate in a public institution of higher education.  The key 
findings illustrate that such women’s return to school is motivated by self-care and as an 
expression of how they care for their children.  They are inspired to study and pursue 
professions that satisfy the desire they have to care for others.  This aspiration seems to 
originate from the joy, confidence, and competence they experience while performing 
their own caregiving responsibilities.  The women face unique needs while returning to 
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school, including those of childcare, transportation, and mental and physical health 
issues seemingly triggered by stress, overload, and imbalance.  A majority cares for 
special needs children, creating even greater challenges and complexities.  They struggle 
to enroll in the courses they need during the limited times when they can attend classes.  
As single parents, they rely upon a network of support to ensure their children receive the 
care they need.  Because of their hectic schedules, they do not have easy access to 
uninterrupted study time and will often begin homework after children are in bed.  
Homework completion often extends into the late night or early morning, and after 
limited rest, they rise early to begin their caregiving responsibilities. 
This narrative study increases the understanding of the experience of single, head 
of household, low-income women pursuing a postsecondary degree or certificate.  It also 
adds to the body of research that explores the needs of nontraditional students and how 
those students approach postsecondary education with different needs, wants, and desires 
along with the types of supports they need to succeed.  Understanding the motivations 
and desires of these women requires an understanding of her unassailable predisposition 
for care.  Serving this student more effectively will require a comprehensive approach to 
recognizing and responding to the influences in her life that are both motivators and 
obstacles to her success as a student.  These women are influencing their children through 
their education and life choices, and there is an opportunity to create a brighter future for 
both generations by our work in assisting these women today.   
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Appendix A:  Interview Protocols 
 
 
 
First meeting date:   Time of interview:   Location:  
Interviewer: Stacy McAfee  Interviewee (Pseudonym): 
Thank you for joining me for our first interview to tell your story about being a single, 
head of household, low income woman pursuing a degree (certificate). Your story will 
allow me and others to develop a deeper appreciation for your experience. I will be 
asking questions about your experience as a single mom, raising children as the head of 
your household while balancing the demands of work and school. 
Think of this interview like any other conversation where you freely respond as you see 
appropriate. I will ask you some follow up questions, but I really hope that you will feel 
free to tell me the story you believe is important that I hear. That means you should feel 
comfortable providing a response that is more comprehensive than the specific question 
asked.  
Questions:  
Background 
1. Where were you raised? 
2. If you are not originally from Sacramento, what brought you here? 
3. Describe your living situation. Who lives in your home with you (children, 
parents, others)? 
4. How have you been able to financially support your family (work, family, aid)? 
5. If you work, describe your current position outside the home? What made you 
choose this work/career? 
The influence of school 
6. What influenced your decision to currently pursue your degree or certificate? 
7. What do you hope to accomplish by returning to school?   
8. What motivates you the most about going to school?  
9. What do your children say about you being in school?  
10.  How does your being in school influence your children? 
The challenges of going to school 
11. Please share a story about what is it like to walk in your shoes each day?  
12. Please describe a typical day where you are working, attending school, and 
providing care for your family?  
13. How do your various obligations and responsibilities to your work make it 
difficult to be a student? 
14. Thinking back on your experiences as a student, what was your worst experience? 
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15. What types of support do you rely upon to balance the responsibilities of 
mom, employee, and student? Please share an example of what that looks like for 
you?  
16. What barriers or obstacles have gotten in the way of your completion your degree 
(certificate)? 
17. How do the support services provided by your educational institution currently 
support or limit your student progress? 
18. To make your life easier, what might your academic institution do?  
19. What would succeeding look like to you? 
20. What is the part of the story that I have not heard yet from you that you want to 
share? 
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Second and Third Interview Protocol 
Second/third meeting date:  Time of interview: 
Date:      Location:  
Interviewer: Stacy McAfee  Interviewee (Pseudonym): 
Thank you for joining me again. How have you been? It is great to see you again. 
 
I will also go over the story I captured based on our previous meeting to make sure I 
represent your story accurately. 
 
I wanted to take some time to discuss your thoughts after reading the narrative that I 
wrote following our first interview. Again, the interview questions are devised to guide 
the interview but it is meant to be more of an experience sharing session and a 
conversation. Please feel free to elaborate, ask clarifying questions and make yourself 
more comfortable.  
 
What aspects of the story I have written clearly reflect what you wanted communicated 
during our interview? 
Are there parts of the story that seem as though they might need to be revised? 
Would you show me which ones? 
How would you retell that portion of the story? 
What is missing from the overall story that you feel is important that was not covered in 
our conversation the first time? 
What surprised you about what you read in this story? 
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Appendix B:  Invitation to Participate 
 
 
Email/Phone invitation to participate along with criterion for qualification 
Dear_________,  
 
My name is Stacy McAfee. I am a Doctoral student in the School of Education at Drexel 
University Sacramento. I am contacting you as a possible participant in research that I am 
conducting. I am committed to developing a greater understanding of the unique circumstances 
that single mothers enrolled in college, experience while working toward a certificate or degree.   
 
The title of my study is "Single, Head of Household, Low Income Women Pursuing a Degree or 
Certificate: A Narrative Study". The purpose of this narrative study is to give voice to single, 
head of household, low-income women offering an understanding of the nuanced challenges 
these women face in pursuing a post-secondary education. The objective of the research is to 
support the efforts of women to complete their education through an understanding of their lives 
and the challenges they face and the support systems available for their success. 
To be eligible to participate in the study you need to be: 
1) Single (single, separated, divorced, widowed) 
2) Have at least one child under the age of 18 living with you 
3) Were enrolled and had attempted coursework in a degree or certificate program at a 
public, post-secondary institution within Northern California during the last year. 
4) Qualified for Cal grants or Pell grants 
5) Able to participate in three - 60 minute interviews 
When you indicate your interest in participating, a teleconference will be held to discuss the 
study. Those who volunteer will participate in three 60 minute interview conversations. The 
conversations will be recorded to assure that your words, voice, and story is accurately 
represented.  
 
Thank you in advance for your consideration. I hope you will join the study. Please e-mail me to 
indicate your willingness to participate (stacy.r.mcafee@drexel.edu). 
 
Best,  
 
Stacy McAfee 
Doctoral Student in Educational Leadership and Management 
Drexel University Sacramento 
Stacy.r.mcafee@drexel.edu 
916-955-9531 
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Follow-up Email to Participants 
 (date) 
Dear ____________.  
I am writing to thank you for your response and invite you to participate in my doctoral 
research project titled: "Single, Head of Household, Low Income Women Pursuing a 
Degree or Certificate: A Narrative Study".  
The purpose of this narrative study is to give voice to single, head of household, low-
income women offering an understanding of the nuanced challenges these women face in 
pursuing a post-secondary education. The objective of the research is to support the 
efforts of women to complete their education through an understanding of their lives and 
the challenges they face and the support systems available for their success. This study is 
conducted as part of the dissertation requirement for my Doctoral Degree in Educational 
Leadership and Management at Drexel University under the supervision of Dr. Kathy 
Geller, dissertation Supervising Professor at Drexel University.   
I plan to conduct a series of three semi-structured interviews each lasting approximately 
60 minutes. The first interview will be held on (date) at (location). Before the start of the 
interview you will be requested to complete an Informed Consent Form and your 
signature documents your permission to take part in this research. Place and time for the 
consecutive interviews will be set up after the completion of the previous interview. 
Please let me know of a preferred phone number to reach you to finalize the meeting time 
and place and explain the informed consent form. 
For the purpose of data collection, I request that I be permitted to audio record the 
interview using two devices (one for back up) and take handwritten notes through the 
process based on my observation. The data collected will be secured in drives without 
Internet access and maintained in a locked drawer in the investigator’s office through the 
study and after up to three years. Interview recordings and transcriptions will not be 
shared. They will be used only for the purpose of this study. The recording, observation 
notes and interview transcripts will only be reviewed by myself and then only for 
purposes of identifying key themes, findings and results from across the interviews. 
Participation in this study is voluntary. All participants and the name of the organization 
will remain anonymous, and will be given pseudonym.  You are free to decide not to 
participate or to withdraw at any time without consequences.  There are no known risks 
and/or discomforts associated with this study.   
If you have questions, I would be happy to talk in more detail.  I can be reached at (916) 
955-9531 or via email at srm326@drexel.edu.. 
Thank you for your time.  I look forward to your response and confirmation of the time 
denoted above.  
Sincerely, 
Stacy McAfee, 
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D. in Educational Leadership and Management 
Drexel University, School of Education 
(916) 955-9531  
Email: srm326@drexel.edu 
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Appendix C:  Informed Consent 
 
 
Drexel University  
Consent to Take Part In a Research Study 
1. Title of research study 
Single, Head of Household, Low-Income Women Pursuing a Higher Education 
Degree or Certificate: A Narrative Study 
2. Researcher: 
Kathy D. Geller, Ph.D., Principal Investigator, Assistant Clinical Professor, 
Drexel University School Of Education 
Stacy McAfee, Co-Investigator, Doctoral Candidate, Drexel University, 
Sacramento Campus. 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to take part in a research study because of your role as a 
single, head of household woman, with at least one dependent child living with 
you, who has been pursuing a degree or certification within a public institution 
within the last year with eligibility for CALGrants and/or PELL grants. 
4. What you should know about a research study 
• Someone will explain this research study to you. 
• Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
• If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
• Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has 
hurt you, talk to the research team:  Stacy McAfee at 916-955-9531 or 
stacy.r.mcafee@drexel.edu who is conducting the research. Additionally you may 
also contact Dr. Kathy Geller who is supervising the study at 916-213-2790 or 
kdg39@drexel.edu.  
 
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review 
Board (IRB). An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect 
the rights and welfare of humans subjects taking part in the research.  You may 
talk to them at (215) 255-7857 or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the 
following: 
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• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the 
research team. 
• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why is this research being done? 
The purpose of this narrative study is to give voice to single, head of 
household, women offering a deeper understanding of both the nuanced 
challenges these women face in pursuing a post-secondary education, and the 
network of support needed for them to persist to degree completion. 
7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for up to three one-to-one 
interviews lasting approximately 60 minutes each. The first interview will be a 
semi-structured interview lasting approximately 60 minutes. The two subsequent 
interviews will build on the information shared at the first interview allowing you 
to deepen your responses. Each of these interviews may last up to 60 minutes. 
Interviews are planned to be conducted between October 2014 and February 
2015. The analysis of data and subsequent research report will be presented as a 
Doctoral Dissertation that will be completed by June 2015. 
8. How many people will be studied? 
Eight to ten, single, head of household, women (eligible for CALGrants of 
Pell Grants) who have been enrolled in coursework toward a degree or certificate 
program at a public, post-secondary institution within Northern California, 
sometime during the last year. 
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
• You will receive an email describing the interview information, and a proposed 
time and date for the initial interview along with a request to provide a convenient 
phone number to finalize the interview schedule. You will also receive this 
“Consent to Take Part In a Research Study” document for your personal review. 
These emails will be followed by a call from Stacy McAfee who will review the 
consent form and study with you. If you agree to participate, she will setup a date 
and time for the initial interview. The date, time and place for the following 
interviews will be decided at the end of first interview.  
• Prior to the start of the interview, Ms. McAfee, Doctoral Candidate at Drexel 
University School of Education. will review the consent form with you and gain 
your written consent to participate in this process.  
• You will interact with Stacy McAfee, Doctoral Candidate at Drexel University 
School of Education.  
• The interviews will be at a location that is convenient to you.  
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• The initial interview will be conducted sometime in October – December 
2014. The following interviews will completed within six weeks of the start of the 
interviewing process. 
• We expect that you will be in this research study for up to three one-to-one 
interviews lasting approximately 60 minutes each. The first interview will be a 
semi-structured interview lasting approximately 60 minutes. The two subsequent 
interviews will build on the information shared at the first interview allowing you 
to deepen your responses. Each of these interviews may last up to 60 minutes. 
Interviews are planned to be conducted between October 2014 and February 
2015. The analysis of data and subsequent research report will be presented as a 
Doctoral Dissertation that will be completed by June 2015.Two digital recorders 
will be used to assure a verbatim record of the questions and responses. 
Observation notes will be taken during the interview.  
• On all recordings, and in and in any transcriptions, analysis documents and the 
dissertation itself report you and the educational institution you attend(ed) will be 
identified by a pseudonym to maintain your confidentiality. .  
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
• Follow the investigator’s or researcher’s instructions. 
• Tell the investigator or researcher right away if you have a complication or injury. 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you. 
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time it 
will not be held against you. 
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There is no inherent risk to participation in this research study including physical, 
psychological, privacy, legal, social or economic risk to the participants. 
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.  
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
There are no benefits to you from your taking part in this research. We 
cannot promise any benefits to others from your taking part in this research.  
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16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including 
research study records, treatment or therapy records to people who have a need to 
review this information. We cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that 
may inspect and copy your information include the IRB and other representatives 
of this organization. Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal 
information including research study records, treatment or therapy records to 
people who have a need to review this information. We cannot promise complete 
secrecy. Organizations that may inspect and copy your information include the 
IRB and other representatives of this organization.  
Following the completion of the study, the principal investigator will 
maintain in a locked cabinet in her office for a period of three years the following 
original records:  Correspondence, research proposal, data collection instrument, 
data and results, audio tapes, protocols, Drexel IRB submission, approved 
informed consent form, training certifications, and any other documents required 
by regulations. Following that, if there is no more use for it, data collected for this 
study will be destroyed. If additional publications are in process, the data will be 
maintained in the locked cabinet in the primary investigator’s office. 
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your 
name, organization and other identifying information confidential. 
17. Can I be removed from the research without my OK? 
 No. The researcher does not anticipate any reason to terminate 
participation 
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18. What else do I need to know? 
This research study is being done by Drexel University. There is no inherent risk 
to participation in this research study including physical, psychological, privacy, 
legal, social or economic risk to the participants. 
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Signature Block for Capable Adult 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS 
DATE 
 February 1, 2015 
   
Signature of subject  Date 
  
Printed name of subject 
   
Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
 
 
 
